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Child Discipline and Conservative Protestantism: Why the Relationship between Corporal 
Punishment and Child Behavior may vary by Religious Context 

 

Using data on 1,214 families from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, this study explored 

why and under what conditions parental conservative Protestant affiliation moderates the relationship 

between corporal punishment and children’s behavior. Previous scholars suggest that children raised by 

conservative Protestants may be less likely to experience negative outcomes associated with corporal 

punishment due to (1) adherence to guidelines that may minimize the risk of harm from corporal 

punishment, and (2) corporal punishment being used as part of a consistent parenting strategy. This study 

extended previous research by testing these hypotheses. Results provided some evidence in support of the 

first explanation. Specifically, children raised by conservative Protestant parents were less likely to 

display problem behavior if the father was the sole disciplinarian (in terms of spanking) and the father 

spanked infrequently, which correspond to two guidelines recommended in conservative Protestant 

childrearing manuals. In contrast, the second explanation was not supported.   
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The use of corporal punishment to discipline children has long been debated. Various scholars 

have classified this method as a form of harsh discipline, and argued that the use of corporal punishment 

is associated with negative outcomes including anxiety, low self-esteem, and antisocial behavior during 

childhood as well as aggression and depression in adolescence (Larzelere et al. 1998; McLoyd and Smith 

2002; Straus 2001; Turner and Muller 2004). Yet, other research suggests that corporal punishment may 

be effective in promoting obedience in children, and many adults and professionals agree that spanking 

children is sometimes necessary (Larzelere and Kuhn 2005; Schenk 2000; Strau, 2001). Despite the 

controversy, corporal punishment remains a commonly used form of discipline (Straus and Stewart 1999). 

 Although corporal punishment is used by many parents, the frequency by which parents engage 

in this type of discipline may vary by cultural context. For example, single mothers, low-income parents, 

and conservative Protestants are more likely to use corporal punishment than other parents (Day, 

Peterson, and McCracken 1998; Ellison, Bartkowski, and Segal 1996; Verhoeven et al. 2007). Because 

corporal punishment may be more common within certain populations, any effects of corporal 

punishment on children may also vary among these groups (Giles-Sims and Lockhart 2005). Indeed, 

corporal punishment may be less harmful to children within populations in which spanking is common 

(Ellison, Musick, and Holden 2011; Giles-Sims, Straus, and Sugarman 1995; Vittrup and Holden 2010). 

 Because there are varying levels of acceptance and use of corporal punishment, more research is 

needed on how the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s outcomes may vary by 

cultural context. One context that has been understudied is religion. Numerous studies find that 

conservative Protestants are more likely to support the use of corporal punishment (e.g., Bartkowski and 

Ellison 1995; Ellison et al. 1996; Ellison and Sherkat 1993a), but less is known about how corporal 

punishment may influence children’s behavior within this religious tradition. One recent study examined 

this question, finding that maternal conservative Protestant affiliation moderates the relationship between 

corporal punishment and children’s behavior; children raised by conservative Protestant mothers were 

less likely to display negative behavior after being spanked than other children (Ellison et al. 2011). This 

study illustrates the importance of religious context in understanding the relationship between corporal 
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punishment and children’s outcomes, but only focused on mothers’ religious affiliation and engagement 

in spanking. Moreover, questions remain about why and under what conditions corporal punishment may 

have different consequences for children raised by conservative Protestant parents. Given that over 33% 

of Americans identify with a conservative Protestant denomination (e.g., Southern Baptist, Church of 

God), it is important to better understand the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s 

behavior within this religious tradition (Baylor Religion Survey 2007).  

 The current study builds on previous literature to explore two possible explanations for why the 

relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior may be unique for conservative 

Protestants. First, some conservative Protestant childrearing manuals suggest that by using corporal 

punishment only in certain situations, any harm to children should be minimized (Dobson 1978; 1987). 

Thus, we utilize information from both mothers and fathers to examine the conditions under which (e.g., 

which parent is the disciplinarian and how frequently the child is spanked) conservative Protestantism 

moderates the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior. Second, we explore 

whether the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior among conservative 

Protestants is attributable to a consistent approach to parenting that combines corporal punishment with 

other supportive parenting practices (e.g., parental involvement) that may promote positive outcomes for 

children.   

Two waves of data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCW) were used in 

this study. Although these data focus on low-income urban families and are not representative of all U.S. 

families, they are useful for a number of reasons. First, these data focus on children when they are three 

and five years old, which captures a timeframe when children are at an increased risk for experiencing 

corporal punishment (Flynn 1998). Second, questions in the FFCW were asked to both mothers and 

fathers, which builds on previous research that focused on responses by only one parent. To our 

knowledge, this study will be the first to consider both mothers’ and fathers’ use of corporal punishment 

to better understand the implications of corporal punishment within conservative Protestant families.  

Finally, these data focus on a population with high percentages of family instability, low SES, and 
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minority parents. Low-income and black parents are more likely to use corporal punishment (Day et al. 

1998; Giles-Sims et al. 1995), allowing us to explore whether the relationship between corporal 

punishment and children’s behavior varies for conservative Protestants within a population in which 

spanking is likely to be common.   

Corporal Punishment and Child Outcomes 

 Corporal punishment is defined as the use of physical force with the intent to cause pain (but not 

injury) as a form of punishment, correction, or control (Straus 2001). A sizeable body of research 

suggests that the use of physical discipline is associated with both short- and long-term negative outcomes 

for children. For example, children who are spanked are more likely to engage in delinquent behaviors 

and experience increased aggression throughout adolescence, perhaps because children who are spanked 

learn to use violence to respond to various situations (Straus 2001; Straus and Mouradian 1998; Turner 

and Muller 2004). Corporal punishment is also associated with internalizing behavior problems including 

low self-esteem, depression, and suicidal ideation (Flynn 1994; Straus 2001; Straus and Stewart 1999), 

perhaps due to stress exposure (Straus and 2001).  

Although research suggests that corporal punishment may increase the risk of negative outcomes, 

this relationship may not always hold true. For instance, findings from a meta-analysis of 70 studies 

suggest that spanking does not appear to pose serious emotional or behavioral problems for most children 

(Paolucci and Violato 2004). Other studies have not considered the cultural context in which spanking 

occurs, and some scholars have argued that context is more important than spanking itself in predicting 

children’s outcomes (Gunnoe and Mariner 1997).  Thus, there may be conditions in which spanking may 

be less harmful for children (Lansford et al. 2004; Larzelere and Kuhn 2005). 

Specifically, corporal punishment may be less harmful for children if the practice is recognized as 

a legitimate and effective form of punishment (Deater-Decker and Dodge 1997; Lansford et al. 2004). For 

example, black parents are more supportive of (and reliant on) physical punishment to discipline children 

(Berlin et al. 2009; Giles-Sims et al. 1995; McLoyd amd Smith 2002). Similarly, lower- and working-
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class parents are more likely to emphasize obedience to authority and engage in corporal punishment than 

middle-class parents (Day et al. 1998; Giles-Sims et al. 1995; Verhoeven et al. 2007). If families within 

these populations view spanking as acceptable, then children who are exposed to corporal punishment 

may be less likely to act out in negative ways. Indeed, there is some support for this argument (Lansford 

et al. 2005; Stacks et al. 2009).  

Conservative Protestantism and Corporal Punishment 

 Religious affiliation may be another cultural context that conditions the influence of corporal 

punishment on children’s behavior. Specifically, research suggests that conservative Protestants are more 

likely to support and utilize corporal punishment as a legitimate form of discipline than other religious 

groups (e.g., Bartkowski and Ellison, 1995; Ellison and Sherkat, 1993a; 1993b). Conservative Protestants 

place a high level of importance on respect for authority, teaching children to be obedient to their parents 

as a way of learning to submit themselves to the authority of God (Bartkowski and Ellison 1995; Dobson 

1978). One way of maintaining obedience is through the use of physical punishment; by using corporal 

punishment to discipline children, parents enable their children to respect God’s authority and maintain 

the divine order (Bartkowski 1995; Gunnoe, Heatherington, and Reiss 2006).  

 A second reason to explain the use of corporal punishment among conservative Protestants is that 

conservative Protestants often take a literal view of the Bible, believing that the Bible is the true word of 

God and should be strictly followed (Ellison et al. 1996; Hempel and Bartkowski 2008). As such, 

conservative Protestants cite Bible passages that endorse corporal punishment as evidence that this is a 

useful form of discipline. For example, Proverbs 23:14 states “Whoever spares the rod hates their 

children, but the one who loves their children is careful to discipline them” [NIV]. This passage suggests 

that physical discipline is sometimes necessary, and is one way that parents can show love to their 

children. Thus, many conservative Protestants believe that the use of corporal punishment has been 

sanctioned by God, and shows a general concern for children’s well-being (Bartkowski 1995; Dobson 



5 
 

1978).  Indeed, studies have indicated a link between Biblical literalism and support for corporal 

punishment (Ellison and Sherkat 1993a; 1993b; Rodriguez and Henderson 2010).   

Conservative Protestantism, Corporal Punishment, and Children’s Behavior 

 Support for corporal punishment among conservative Protestants is grounded in core religious 

beliefs that may provide a context that conditions the relationship between corporal punishment and 

children’s behavior. Indeed, there is some support for this argument. Gunnoe and colleagues (2006) find 

that authoritarian parenting practices are unrelated to externalizing problem behavior and depression 

among adolescents raised by conservative Protestant fathers, but positively related to these negative 

outcomes in other families. In addition, Ellison et al. (2011) find that children who were spanked by 

conservative Protestant mothers were less likely to experience negative outcomes than children who were 

spanked by other mothers. These studies provide evidence that religious context may condition the 

relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior, but questions remain about why 

corporal punishment may be less harmful for children raised by conservative Protestant parents (Ellison et 

al. 2011). Three theories have been proposed to explain this relationship, but research has yet to test these 

theories. The goal of the current study is to test these theories to better understand why the relationship 

between corporal punishment and children’s behavior may be unique for conservative Protestants.   

One explanation for why the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior 

may be different for conservative Protestants is that conservative Protestant childrearing manuals provide 

strict guidelines about when and how corporal punishment should be used in order to prevent harm to 

children (Bartkowski 1995; Dobson 1978; 1987). For example, experts suggest that corporal punishment 

should not be administered to infants or adolescents, as it may result in developmental or social problems 

(Dobson 1978; 1987). Corporal punishment should also only be used when a child openly engages in an 

act of defiance, and should never be used to attack a child’s self-esteem (Christenson 1970; Dobson 

1987). Thus, corporal punishment may be an effective way to maintain parental authority and teach 
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children to be obedient when it is used infrequently and as a response to externalizing problem behavior 

(Bartkowski 1995; Christenson 1970; Dobson 1987). 

Some conservative Protestant writers also suggest that corporal punishment is more likely to be 

effective when it is administered by the father. Conservative Protestants view fathers as the head of the 

household (although there is some disagreement about whether this is a symbolic title or actually grants 

fathers primary authority over family affairs), making them primarily responsible for teaching their 

children to be obedient as a way of maintaining the divine order (Christenson 1970; Bartkowski, Wilcox, 

and Ellison 2000). Children who are spanked by their father may be more likely to respect their father 

(and ultimately God), which is consistent with the conservative Protestant rationale for why corporal 

punishment should be used (Christenson 1970). Overall, adherence to these guidelines may allow 

conservative Protestant parents to use corporal punishment effectively while limiting any negative 

consequences associated with this type of discipline. Thus, we expect that:  

H1a: Children raised by conservative Protestant parents will be less likely to display behavior 

problems than other children only when they are spanked by their father.  

H1b: Children raised by conservative Protestant parents will be less likely to display behavior 

problems than other children only when they are spanked infrequently.  

Another possible explanation is that corporal punishment may be part of a consistent approach to 

parenting that combines physical discipline (when necessary) with increased involvement and affection 

toward children to teach submission to authority while also showing love and care (Bartkowski 1995; 

Wilcox 1998). Children may perceive and react to this type of parenting differently than children who are 

subjected to corporal punishment in other contexts. Rohner and colleagues (1996) argue that children’s 

perceptions of punishment influence the way in which they will be affected by this punishment. For 

example, children may experience negative outcomes if they believe that they being rejected or abused by 

their parents, but corporal punishment may have fewer negative consequences (or perhaps even positive 

consequences) for children if they perceive physical discipline as part of a consistent approach used by 

their parents to demonstrate love (Christenson 1970; Dobson 1978; Rohner, Bourque, and Elordi 1996). 
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This may be especially true within religiously homogamous conservative Protestant families, as these 

families share a set of beliefs that may include a consistent approach to childrearing (Bartkowski, Xu, and 

Levin 2008). In contrast, children raised by religiously heterogamous parents (one parent who is 

conservative Protestant and one parent who is not) may be receiving conflicting messages about corporal 

punishment, increasing the likelihood that they interpret their parents’ use of physical discipline in a 

negative way (e.g., believing that their parents are acting out of anger or frustration) (Bartkowski et al. 

2008; Petts and Knoester 2007). Indeed, research suggests that conservative Protestant parents are no less 

likely to use other disciplinary strategies such as reasoning and negotiation (Gershoff, Miller, and Holden 

1999), and are more likely to be engaged and affectionate towards their children (Bartkowski and Xu 

2000; Wilcox 1998). Thus, children raised by conservative Protestant parents may be less likely to 

perceive corporal punishment negatively because it is combined with supportive parenting practices. 

Consistent with these arguments, we expect that: 

H2: Children raised by two conservative Protestant parents will be less likely to display behavior 

problems if spanked than children raised by religiously heterogamous parents who are spanked. 

H3: Conservative Protestant parents will be more involved in their children’s lives, and greater 

parental involvement will explain the unique relationship between corporal punishment and 

children’s behavior within conservative Protestant families. 

Finally, the unique relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior among 

conservative Protestants may be due to the normativeness of corporal punishment within conservative 

Protestantism; widespread support for corporal punishment among conservative Protestants may reduce 

any stigma associated with spanking and mitigate any adverse effects on children (Deater-Decker and 

Dodge 1997; Ellison et al. 2011; Lansford et al. 2005; Vittrup and Holden 2010). Conservative Protestant 

parents may be embedded within a community of people with similar beliefs that reinforce and legitimate 

the use of corporal punishment as a way to teach children to be obedient and to obey God’s word 

(Bartkowski 1995; Ellison et al. 2011). If the use of corporal punishment is normative within conservative 

Protestantism, children are likely to perceive and react to this type of punishment less negatively than 
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children who are subjected to corporal punishment in other contexts (Rohner et al. 1996). However, there 

is evidence to suggest that corporal punishment may still have negative effects on children despite being 

viewed as a normative behavior in other contexts (Gershoff et al. 2010). 

Unfortunately, the FFCW does not include measures to directly test whether any unique 

relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior among conservative Protestants is due 

to corporal punishment being perceived as normative. However, the FFCW is useful in that it focuses on a 

population in which the use of corporal punishment is likely to be widespread. Thus, it is possible that 

corporal punishment is perceived as a normative parenting practice among this population regardless of 

religious affiliation. This allows for a more stringent test of our hypotheses, as we focus on whether strict 

guidelines about the use of corporal punishment and/or the use of corporal punishment as part of a 

consistent approach to parenting help to explain why the influence of corporal punishment on children’s 

behavior may be unique among conservative Protestants (while “controlling” for corporal punishment 

being perceived as normative).  

METHOD 

Data 

Data from two waves of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCW) were used in 

this study. This is a longitudinal, birth cohort study that follows 4,898 children born between 1998 and 

2000. The FFCW is an urban study that focuses primarily on low-income, unmarried parents and their 

families (defined as fragile families), but also includes a sizeable number of married parents. Both parents 

were interviewed at the hospital shortly after the child’s birth (W1) and then again approximately one 

(W2), three (W3), and five years later (W4). A subset of families also completed separate surveys at W3 

and W4 that focused on the child’s behavior (Reichman et al. 2001).  

Data from the three- (W3) and five-year (W4) follow-up interviews were used for this study. The 

current study focuses on 1,214 families in which both parents resided with the focal child at W3 and the 

W3 and W4 child surveys were completed. Of the 3,165 families in which both parents were interviewed 
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at W3, 2,027 parents were residing together. An additional 813 families were excluded because they did 

not participate in both the W3 and W4 child surveys.  

Because the FFCW data focuses on low-income urban families, and restricting our sample to 

intact families creates some additional biases (e.g., higher SES and fewer minority parents than the larger 

FFCW sample), our data are not generalizable to all families. However, these data provide a unique 

opportunity to test some of the explanations for why the relationship between corporal punishment and 

children’s behavior may be different for conservative Protestants. To account for the selection biases in 

our sample, Heckman’s (1979) two-stage method was used. We first used a probit model to predict 

whether both parents remained in the sample and resided together at W3 based on baseline characteristics 

(age, race, education, etc.). The model estimates were used to create a lambda term that represents the 

effects of characteristics associated with attrition prior to W3. We then repeated this process to predict 

whether mothers participated in the W4 child survey based on W3 attributes, and used the estimates to 

create a second lambda term. Both lambda variables were included in all models.  

Dependent Variables 

Two measures of behavior problems assessed at W4 were used as the dependent variables. Each 

measure included indicators from the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach and Rescorla 2000) and the 

Adaptive Social Behavior Inventory (Hogan, Scott, and Bauer 1992).  

Externalizing problem behavior. Externalizing problem behavior was taken from mothers’ 

responses to nine items (ranging from 0 = not true to 2 = very true or often true) that assessed whether the 

child destroys his/her own things, destroys others’ things, is disobedient at home, gets into many fights, 

physically attacks people, screams a lot, is unusually loud, has temper tantrums, and doesn’t seem to feel 

guilty after misbehaving (α = .72). Responses were summed to indicate externalizing problem behavior.   

Internalizing problem behavior. Internalizing problem behavior was taken from mothers’ 

responses to 14 items (ranging from 0 = not true to 2 = very true or often true) that assessed whether the 

child is shy, sulks a lot, lacks energy, is self-conscious, is sad, is fearful or anxious, is nervous or tense, 
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can’t concentrate, is stubborn, has sudden mood changes, doesn’t get involved with others, cries a lot, 

wants a lot of attention, and is easily jealous (α = .73). Responses were summed to indicate internalizing 

problem behavior.   

Independent Variables 

Corporal punishment. Corporal punishment was defined as spanking. Both mothers and fathers 

were asked whether they spanked their child in the month prior to the W3 survey (1 = yes). Responses to 

these questions were used to create four dummy variables: (a) both parents spanked their child in the past 

month, (b) only the mother spanked, (c) only the father spanked, and (d) neither parent spanked their child 

(used as the reference category). We also combined the first three categories (either parent spanks) to 

initially assess whether conservative Protestantism moderated the relationship between corporal 

punishment and children’s behavior.  

Parents were also asked about how often they spanked their child in the previous month (ranging 

from 0 = never to 4 = every day). We created a series of dummy variables for both mothers and fathers to 

indicate whether they (a) never spanked their child (used as the reference category), (b) spanked their 

child infrequently (i.e., once or twice in the previous month), or (c) spanked their child frequently (i.e., at 

least a few times in the previous month).  

Conservative Protestantism. Three variables were used to indicate conservative Protestant 

affiliation: (a) both parents identify as conservative Protestant, (b) only one parent identifies as 

conservative Protestant, and (c) neither parent identifies as conservative Protestant (used as reference 

category). 

In the FFCW survey, religious affiliation was based on two questions at W3. Parents first 

indicated a general affiliation (Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, etc.). All parents who indicated “Protestant” 

were then asked to identify as mainline Protestant, conservative Protestant, black Protestant, or other 

(specific denominations are not available). Parents were classified as conservative Protestant if they 

identified as conservative or black Protestant. Parents who identified as “other Protestant” or “other 
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Christian” and who attended religious services at least a few times a month were also classified as 

conservative Protestant (Steensland et al. 2000).  

Other religious characteristics. Other indicators of parents’ religion were included to account for 

whether any differences between conservative Protestants and other parents were due to other religious 

characteristics. Parents were asked about the frequency of attendance at religious services (0 = never to 4 

= at least once a week) and the degree to which they use their religious faith as a guide for the way they 

treat their family (0 = strongly disagree to 3 = strongly agree). In addition, Christian parents were asked 

how frequently they read the Bible (0 = never to 4 = more than once a week) and the degree to which they 

believed that the Bible is the inspired word of God and should be read literally (0 = strongly disagree to 3 

= strongly agree). A factor analysis suggested that the first three indicators loaded onto a single factor. 

Thus, each variable was standardized (M = 0; SD =1), and the means were used to create separate 

indicators of religiosity for mothers and fathers. In addition, separate variables were used to indicate 

mothers’ and fathers’ Biblical literalism.1 

Mediating Variable2 

Parental Involvement. Parental involvement was indicated by the number of days per week spent 

participating in six activities (sing songs or nursery rhymes, let child help with simple chores, play 

imaginary games, read stories, tell stories, play inside with toys) with the child at W3 (α = .78 for fathers, 

α = .75 for mothers). Responses ranged from 0 to 7 days a week, and the mean score of all activities was 

used for each parent. 

Control Variables 

A number of variables were included as controls. These included mothers’ age, gender of the 

child (1 = female), the number of additional children that the mother had at W3, and household income 

(responses range from 0 = No income to 5 = $40,000 or more). Five variables were used to indicate 

parents’ race: both parents are white (reference group), both parents are black, both parents are Latino, 

both parents are another race, and parents report different racial backgrounds. Separate indicators were 
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used for mothers’ and fathers’ educational attainment at W3 (1 = below a high school education to 4 = 

college degree). Both parents were asked a series of questions that assess parenting stress at W3 (0 = 

strongly disagree to 3 = strongly agree): (a) being a parent is harder than I thought it would be, (b) I feel 

trapped by my responsibilities as a parent, (c) taking care of my child is more work than pleasure, and (d) 

I often feel tired/worn out from raising a family (α = .60 for both parents). The mean score for both 

parents was used as the measure of parenting stress. We also included measures of problem behavior from 

W3 to control for a baseline level of problem behavior among children. These variables are identical to 

the W4 measures. Finally, variables were included to indicate whether parents were married at W3 

(cohabiting was the reference category), and whether parents were married or cohabiting at W4 (no longer 

residing together was used as the reference category). 

Analytic Strategy 

 We first examined whether conservative Protestant affiliation moderated the relationship between 

corporal punishment and children’s problem behavior, and whether this was true only for religiously 

homogamous conservative Protestant families (H2). To do this, we used t-tests to examine mean 

differences in problem behavior between children raised in families by two, one, or no conservative 

Protestant parents. We also used ordinary least squares regression (OLS) models that included interaction 

terms (conservative Protestant affiliation x corporal punishment) to assess whether conservative 

Protestant affiliation moderated the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior.  

We then took a number of steps to test each of our other hypotheses. To test H1a, we included 

interaction terms in OLS models to assess whether the relationships between corporal punishment and 

problem behavior varied by parents’ religious affiliation and which parent(s) engaged in corporal 

punishment. To test H1b, we included interaction terms in OLS models to assess whether the 

relationships between corporal punishment and problem behavior varied by parents’ religious affiliation 

and frequency of corporal punishment by each parent. Finally, to test H3, we first ran regression models 

to assess whether conservative Protestantism and corporal punishment (and significant interactions 
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between these variables) predicted parental involvement. We then added parental involvement to the 

models predicting problem behavior to analyze whether the relationship between corporal punishment and 

problem behavior among conservative Protestants was mediated by increased parental involvement 

(Baron and Kenny 1986). We also supplemented these models using Sobel tests with bootstrapped 

standard errors to test for mediation (Sobel 1982).  

Most variables have few, if any, missing values. To preserve sample size, regression-based 

imputation was used to account for missing data. Alternative strategies (mean imputation, listwise 

deletion, etc.) produced results that are largely consistent with those presented.   

RESULTS 

 Summary statistics for all variables are included in Table 1. Not surprisingly, the use of corporal 

punishment is common in this population; over two-thirds of low-income urban parents spanked their 

child in the previous month. Supplementary analyses also suggest that corporal punishment is more 

common among conservative Protestants; 82% of children raised by two conservative Protestant parents 

were spanked in the previous month, compared to only 60% of children raised by parents who were not 

conservative Protestant. The remaining results focus on whether and why the relationship between 

corporal punishment and children’s behavior may vary by religious affiliation. 

---------- Insert Table 1 About Here ---------- 

---------- Insert Table 2 About Here ---------- 

We first explored whether the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior 

is unique among conservative Protestants. Results in Table 2 provide some evidence in support of this 

argument, showing that children raised by two conservative Protestant parents who were spanked (by 

either parent) displayed lower mean levels of internalizing and externalizing problem behavior than 

children who are spanked in other families. However, when multivariate models were used, much of this 

difference disappeared. As shown in Table 3, spanking was positively associated with externalizing (b = 

0.73, p < .01) and internalizing problem behavior (b = 1.19, p < .001) in Models 1 and 3. When 
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interaction terms were included to test for the moderating influence of conservative Protestantism, the 

results were inconsistent; children raised by two conservative Protestant parents were somewhat less 

likely to display externalizing behavior when spanked than other children (b = -0.69, p < .10), but this 

relationship was only marginally significant. Supplementary analyses that examined separate models for 

each type of family (two, one or no conservative Protestant parents) provided additional support for these 

findings; spanking was positively related (p <. 05) to externalizing problem behavior in religiously 

heterogamous conservative Protestant families and non-conservative Protestant families, but was 

unrelated to externalizing problem behavior in religiously homogamous conservative Protestant families.3  

---------- Insert Table 3 About Here ---------- 

Moreover, the interaction term did not significantly predict internalizing problem behavior in 

Model 4, but there was some evidence in support of H2; spanking was associated with increased 

internalizing problem behavior among children raised by religiously heterogamous conservative 

Protestant parents (b = 1.09, p < .05). Supplementary analyses suggest that this is true among all 

religiously heterogamous parents who spank (not just families involving one conservative Protestant 

parent), suggesting that religious differences between parents may create conflicting messages for 

children about why they are being spanked, increasing the likelihood that they display internalizing 

problem behavior. 

Taken together, these results suggest that there are not dramatic differences in the relationship 

between corporal punishment and children’s behavior by parental religious affiliation. If anything, there 

may be no relationship between spanking and externalizing problem behavior among children raised by 

two conservative Protestant parents (and a positive relationship for other families), which does provide 

some evidence that this relationship may be unique for conservative Protestant families. However, the 

results are somewhat inconsistent. 

---------- Insert Table 4 About Here ---------- 

Nevertheless, we tested our other hypotheses to explore why this relationship may be unique for 

conservative Protestant families. Results from models that test H1a are included in Table 4. Consistent 
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with H1a, being raised in a religiously homogamous conservative Protestant family in which only the 

father spanks was associated with fewer externalizing behavior problems among young children in Model 

2 (b = -1.10, p < .05). Additional analyses suggest that the average level of problem behavior among 

children who were spanked was lowest for children raised by conservative Protestant parents when the 

father serves as the disciplinarian (there was no significant difference between children raised by 

conservative Protestant parents with a father who spanks and children who are not spanked). This 

relationship does not hold true for internalizing behavior, as the interaction term was not statistically 

significant in Model 4. However, there is additional evidence to support H2, as being raised by religiously 

heterogamous parents who spank is associated with increased internalizing problem behavior.  

---------- Insert Table 5 About Here ---------- 

Results from models that test H1b are included in Table 5.4 Results in Model 2 provide some 

support for H1b; being raised in a religiously homogamous conservative Protestant family in which the 

father spanks infrequently was associated with fewer externalizing behavior problems among young 

children (b = -0.83, p < .05). Additional analyses suggest that the average level of problem behavior 

among children who were spanked was lowest for children raised by conservative Protestant parents when 

the father spanks infrequently (there was no significant difference between children raised by 

conservative Protestant parents with a father who spanks infrequently and children who are not spanked). 

However, this relationship does not hold true for internalizing behavior, as the interaction term was not 

statistically significant in Model 4. 

---------- Insert Table 6 About Here ---------- 

 To test H3, all variables were used to predict parental involvement. Results from these models are 

displayed in Table 6.5 Results reveal only one significant finding; mothers were more likely to be 

involved in their children’s lives when they resided in a religiously homogamous conservative Protestant 

family in which only the father spanks (b = 0.68, p < .05). Thus, children raised by conservative 

Protestant parents with the father as disciplinarian may be less likely to display problem behavior because 

their mothers are more likely to be involved in their lives. This hypothesis is examined in Table 7.  
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---------- Insert Table 7 About Here ---------- 

 Results in Models 2 and 4 of Table 7 present results that explore whether increased mother 

involvement accounts for the unique relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior 

within religiously homogamous conservative Protestant families. Somewhat surprisingly, mother 

involvement was not significantly related to either externalizing or internalizing problem behavior. 

However, the interaction coefficient for being raised by two conservative Protestant parents in which the 

father spanks did decrease slightly and become only marginally significant (b = -1.05, p <  .10) in Model 

2. Although this provides some initial evidence for a mediating relationship, Sobel tests with bootstrapped 

errors were not statistically significant (results not shown). Thus, although mother involvement may be 

higher in families with two conservative Protestant parents with the father as disciplinarian, mother 

involvement did not significantly mediate the relationship between being raised in this type of family and 

externalizing problem behavior. As a result, H3 was not supported. 

DISCUSSION 

 The goal of this study was to better understand why the relationship between corporal punishment 

and young children’s behavior may differ for conservative Protestants. We focused on a sample of low-

income urban families to test three hypotheses exploring why and under what conditions parental 

conservative Protestant affiliation may moderate the relationship between corporal punishment and 

children’s behavior. Overall, results provided some evidence to suggest that children raised by religiously 

homogamous conservative Protestant parents who follow guidelines regarding the use of corporal 

punishment may be less likely to display problem behaviors than other children who are spanked.   

 Previous studies had proposed three possible reasons for why conservative Protestant affiliation 

may condition the relationship between corporal punishment and children’s behavior problems (Ellison et 

al. 2011), and two of these explanations were examined in this study. First, the relationship between 

corporal punishment and children’s behavior may be unique among conservative Protestants because they 

adhere to a set of guidelines for when and how corporal punishment should be used, which helps to 
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maximize the benefits of corporal punishment while minimizing any negative consequences associated 

with this behavior (Bartkowski 1995; Dobson 1987; Ellison et al. 2011). Results from this study provided 

some support for this argument. Some conservative Protestant childrearing manuals emphasize the 

importance of the father as the Biblically ordained head of household, and stress that fathers should be 

primarily responsible for disciplining children (Christenson 1970). Christenson (1970) argues that 

discipline from a father is important in teaching children to be obedient and helping them to understand 

the father’s (and ultimately God’s) authority. Moreover, corporal punishment should be used sparingly, 

such as when a child openly engages in an act of defiance (Dobson 1987). Consistent with these 

arguments, children raised by two conservative Protestant parents with the father as the sole disciplinarian 

(in terms of spanking) were less likely to display problem behavior than other children. Furthermore, 

children raised by two conservative Protestant parents were less likely to display problem behavior only 

when their father spanked them infrequently. Adherence to the guidelines put forth in conservative 

Protestant childrearing manuals (especially if this is combined with a religious message, although this 

could not be determined) may help children to understand why they are being spanked, reducing the 

likelihood that they act out later in childhood (Rohner et al. 2006). 

Results from this study also provided support for our second hypothesis; being raised by 

conservative Protestant parents was only associated with a lower likelihood of problem behavior (when 

there was evidence for this relationship) among children raised by religiously homogamous conservative 

Protestant parents. In contrast, being raised by religiously heterogamous conservative Protestant parents 

who engaged in corporal punishment was associated with higher levels of internalizing problem behavior. 

Being raised by parents who adhere to the same religious beliefs (and presumably attitudes about 

childrearing) may increase the likelihood that children are being told a consistent message about why 

there are being spanked, which may reduce the likelihood that they engage in problem behaviors (Rohner 

et al. 2006). In contrast, children raised by religiously heterogamous parents may be receiving conflicting 

messages about corporal punishment, and may be more likely to interpret their parents’ use of physical 

discipline in a negative way and act out as a result. 
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 The second explanation is that corporal punishment may be less harmful to children because 

conservative Protestants apply a consistent approach to parenting that combines the use of corporal 

punishment with high levels of affection and involvement towards children (Dobson 1978; Ellison et al. 

2011; Wilcox 1998). This hypothesis suggests that any negative consequences associated with corporal 

punishment are minimized because conservative Protestant parents are more likely to be engaged in 

children’s lives, and children are less likely to perceive corporal punishment in a negative way (Dobson 

1978; Rohner et al. 1996). Results from this study suggested that the family model involving two 

conservative Protestant parents with the father as disciplinarian is positively associated with mothers’ 

involvement with children, highlighting the gendered nature of parenting promoted by some conservative 

Protestant writers. For example, Dobson (2010) argues that mothers play a key role in children’s 

development, and should stay at home if possible. In contrast, fathers should act as breadwinners and 

support the mother, including performing the roles of protector and teaching self-control to children (e.g., 

serving as disciplinarian). However, mother involvement did not significantly mediate the relationships 

between conservative Protestantism, corporal punishment, and children’s behavior.  

The final explanation – that corporal punishment may be less harmful to children raised by 

conservative Protestant parents because corporal punishment is a normative form of discipline among 

conservative Protestants – was not directly tested. However, consistent with previous research, use of 

corporal punishment was common among low-income urban families, and even more common among 

conservative Protestants (Berlin et al. 2009; Giles-Sims et al. 1995). Somewhat surprisingly, spanking 

was positively associated with problem behavior among young children, which was unexpected given the 

high percentage of minority parents and low-SES families in this sample. This seems to suggest that even 

though corporal punishment may be common among fragile families, children may still be at risk of 

experiencing negative consequences as a result of being spanked (Gershoff et al. 2010).  

 Overall, results from this study suggest that the unique way in which corporal punishment is 

framed within conservative Protestantism may help to explain why children raised in conservative 

Protestant families are less likely to experience negative outcomes as a result of being spanked. Residing 
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in a family in which the father is the primary disciplinarian and spanks infrequently may closely fit the 

family ideal put forth in conservative Protestant manuals (Bartkowski and Ellison 1995; Christenson 

1970; Gunnoe et al. 2006). As a result, children residing in these families may be less likely to act out 

after being spanked due to the religious message being sent through the use of corporal punishment within 

this family structure; conservative Protestant parents from low-income urban families may be able to 

teach their children to be obedient by following the religious guidelines put forth by conservative 

Protestant teachings (Christenson 1970; Dobson 1987). 

 Although there are a number of strengths in this study, there are also some limitations to 

acknowledge. One limitation is that the data used for this study focuses on a sample of urban, low-income 

families. This sample is useful in that information about religious affiliation and corporal punishment is 

available from both mothers and fathers, which fills an important gap in the literature. However, the 

results of this study cannot be generalizable to other populations. Furthermore, by restricting the sample 

to focus only on intact families, the sample is biased towards more advantaged families within the FFCW 

(e.g., higher SES, higher percentage of married families). Future research should continue to explore the 

role of religion in shaping parenting practices and their influence on children in more diverse samples.  

 This study is also limited by a lack of information about the religious community that parents 

may be involved in and the context in which the corporal punishment occurs. Questions such as when and 

why physical punishment was used, whether corporal punishment was normative within the community, 

as well as more detailed information about the religious background of parents would be helpful in 

understanding why children may react to corporal punishment in different ways. This study attempted to 

account for some of this information by incorporating measures of parental religiosity, but more 

information on specific religious practices is needed to further test these hypotheses. Moreover, this study 

focuses on conservative Protestants (as they have been the primary focus of scholarly work on corporal 

punishment), but other religious contexts should also be considered. 

 This study also focused on spanking as the sole indicator of corporal punishment. Other types of 

physical punishment (e.g., verbal threats, shaking children) may influence children in different ways. 

Ashleigh
Do we want to reiterate the point here that many of the previous studies relied on info from mothers only?
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Mothers were asked a series of questions about these behaviors in the in-home child survey, but these 

indicators were not used because (a) mothers were asked about various types of corporal punishment over 

the previous year, which is less reliable than questions asked over the previous month, and (b) fathers 

were not asked about these behaviors. Future research should explore whether and how any consequences 

associated with these forms of punishment for children may vary by context. 

 Overall, this study contributes to our knowledge of corporal punishment by exploring why and 

under what conditions conservative Protestantism may moderate the relationship between corporal 

punishment and children’s problem behavior. Drawing on previous research, results from this study 

suggest that the unique relationship between corporal punishment and young children’s behavior among 

conservative Protestants may only persist when parents follow guidelines about when and how to use 

corporal punishment. Despite changes in parenting practices among conservative Protestants (especially 

in terms of father involvement and affection), results from this study suggests that the traditional, 

gendered model of parenting put forth in many conservative Protestant manuals may still persist 

(Bartkowski et al. 2000; Dobson 2010). Future research should continue to examine how specific 

religious beliefs, practices, and behaviors may condition the influence of various parenting practices on 

child development in order to better understand the ways in which these practices may be associated with 

both positive and negative outcomes for children. 
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NOTES 

1. Indicators of Biblical literalism were substituted for conservative Protestant affiliation in 

supplementary analyses, and results are largely consistent with those presented here (the vast majority of 

conservative Protestants in the sample, over 93%, believe that the Bible is the literal word of God). 

2. Parental affection was used as a mediating variable in supplementary models, but there was not enough 

variation in these questions to include in a final model (e.g., over 96% of mothers showed affection to 

their child every day). 

3. Spanking was positively related (p < .05) to internalizing behavior for all family types in supplemental 

models. 

4. Interaction terms involving mothers’ spanking were included in supplementary models, but were not 

statistically significant.  

5. Models excluding interaction terms revealed no significant differences between conservative Protestant 

parents and other parents, and are not included here. 
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M SD Min Max

Children's Behavior Problems
Externalizing Problem Behavior (W4) 3.37 2.73 0 16
Externalizing Problem Behavior (W3) 4.06 3.04 0 16
Internalizing Problem Behavior (W4) 5.99 3.64 0 20
Internalizing Problem Behavior (W3) 5.83 3.60 0 20

Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant 0.24 - 0 1
One Parent Conservative Protestant 0.23 - 0 1

Corporal Punishment
Both Parents Spank 0.30 - 0 1
Only Mother Spanks 0.24 - 0 1
Only Father Spanks 0.14 - 0 1

Mother Spanks Infrequently 0.30 - 0 1
Mother Spanks Frequently 0.24 - 0 1
Father Spanks Infrequently 0.25 - 0 1
Father Spanks Frequently 0.18 - 0 1

Other Religious Characteristics
Mothers' Religiosity 0.04 0.81 -2.03 1.07
Fathers' Religiosity 0.01 0.82 -1.83 1.15
Mothers' Biblical Literalism 1.44 1.31 0 3
Fathers' Biblical Literalism 1.44 1.34 0 3

Parenting Practices
Mother Involvement 5.13 1.47 0 7
Father Involvement 4.38 1.58 0 7

Controls
Mothers' Age 29.51 6.15 17 47
Child is Female 0.48 - 0 1
Both Parents Black 0.31 - 0 1
Both Parents Latino 0.22 - 0 1
Both Parents Other Race 0.02 - 0 1
Parents Racially Heterogamous 0.20 - 0 1
Parents' Average Education 2.45 0.93 1 4
Household Income 3.76 1.39 0 5
Parenting Stress 1.15 0.50 0 3
Number of Additional Children 1.52 1.23 0 6
Married at Wave 3 0.60 - 0 1
Married at Wave 4 0.60 - 0 1
Cohabiting at Wave 4 0.22 - 0 1

N = 1,214

Table 1. Summary Statistics

l 1 1 1 
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Either Parent Spanks 3.09 4.15 a 3.75 a 5.78 6.70 a 6.38 a

Neither Parent Spanks 3.38 2.87 2.60 a 5.79 5.00 5.36

N = 1,214
Two-tailed t-tests were used to determine differences between group means. aIndicates a significant difference from religiously  
homogamous conservative Protestant families in which either parent spanks. The p < .05  level was used to determine significance. 

One 
Conservative 

Protestant

Neither 
Conservative 

Protestant

Table 2. Mean Differences in Problem Behavior based on Parental Religious Affiliation and Corporal Punishment

Both 
Conservative 

Protestant

One 
Conservative 

Protestant

Neither 
Conservative 

Protestant

Externalizing Problem Behavior Internalizing Problem Behavior

Both 
Conservative 

Protestant

1 1 1 
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Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant -0.03 (0.27) 0.54 (0.41) 0.54 (0.35) 1.04 (0.54) †
One Parent Conservative Protestant 0.25 (0.22) -0.05 (0.33) 0.34 (0.29) -0.43 (0.43)

Corporal Punishment
Either Parent Spanks 0.73 (0.24) ** 0.78 (0.27) ** 1.19 (0.31) *** 1.07 (0.35) **

Other Religious Characteristics
Mothers' Religiosity -0.18 (0.10) † -0.18 (0.10) † -0.13 (0.14) -0.13 (0.14)
Fathers' Religiosity 0.03 (0.10) 0.03 (0.10) -0.09 (0.13) -0.09 (0.13)
Mothers' Biblical Literalism 0.07 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07) -0.19 (0.10) † -0.19 (0.10) †
Fathers' Biblical Literalism 0.04 (0.07) 0.04 (0.07) -0.03 (0.09) -0.02 (0.09)

Controls
Mothers' Age -0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01) 0.00 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Child is Female 0.09 (0.23) 0.12 (0.23) 0.47 (0.30) 0.51 (0.30)
Both Parents Black -0.47 (0.27) † -0.48 (0.27) † -0.46 (0.35) -0.48 (0.35)
Both Parents Latino -0.43 (0.32) -0.45 (0.32) -0.54 (0.42) -0.56 (0.42)
Both Parents Other Race -0.48 (0.95) -0.60 (0.95) -3.26 (1.25) ** -3.40 (1.25) **
Parents Racially Heterogamous -0.71 (0.38) † -0.72 (0.38) † -1.15 (0.50) * -1.15 (0.49) *
Parents' Average Education -0.25 (0.12) * -0.25 (0.12) * -0.07 (0.15) -0.06 (0.15)
Household Income -0.04 (0.10) -0.02 (0.10) -0.03 (0.13) 0.00 (0.13)
Parenting Stress 0.15 (0.14) 0.16 (0.14) 0.59 (0.18) *** 0.59 (0.18) ***
Number of Additional Children 0.10 (0.08) 0.10 (0.08) 0.09 (0.10) 0.09 (0.10)
Married at W3 0.18 (0.32) 0.22 (0.32) 1.33 (0.42) ** 1.37 (0.42) **
Married at W4 -0.22 (0.22) -0.21 (0.22) -0.31 (0.29) -0.31 (0.29)
Cohabiting at W4 -0.04 (0.22) -0.03 (0.22) 0.64 (0.29) * 0.64 (0.29) *
Problem Behavior at W3 0.43 (0.02) *** 0.43 (0.02) *** 0.51 (0.03) *** 0.51 (0.03) ***
Lambda -0.82 (0.34) * -0.79 (0.34) * -0.24 (0.45) -0.19 (0.45)
Lambda 2 2.99 (2.89) 3.31 (2.89) 7.65 (3.80) * 8.07 (3.79) *

Interactions
Both Conservative Protestant x Either Parent Spanks -0.69 (0.40) † -0.56 (0.52)
One Conservative Protestant x Either Parent Spanks 0.42 (0.36) 1.09 (0.47) *

R2

†p < .10;  *p < .05;   **p < .01;  *** p < .001 
N = 1,214
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses).

Table 3. Results from Regression Models Testing whether Conservative Protestant Affiliation Moderates the Relationship 
between Corporal Punishment and Problem Behavior among Children at Age Five

Externalizing Problem Behavior Internalizing Problem Behavior
1 2 3 4

0.31 0.32 0.33 0.34
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Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant -0.09 (0.28) 0.51 (0.42) 0.54 (0.36) 1.18 (0.55) *
One Parent Conservative Protestant 0.25 (0.22) -0.04 (0.34) 0.32 (0.29) -0.48 (0.44)

Corporal Punishment
Both Parents Spank 0.78 (0.27) ** 0.74 (0.32) * 1.22 (0.35) *** 1.07 (0.41) **
Only Mother Spanks 0.56 (0.28) * 0.54 (0.32) † 1.13 (0.37) ** 1.06 (0.42) *
Only Father Spanks 0.54 (0.43) 0.87 (0.46) † 1.31 (0.56) * 1.39 (0.61) *

Other Religious Characteristics
Mothers' Religiosity -0.19 (0.10) † -0.19 (0.10) † -0.14 (0.14) -0.14 (0.14)
Fathers' Religiosity 0.03 (0.10) 0.03 (0.10) -0.08 (0.13) -0.09 (0.13)
Mothers' Biblical Literalism 0.06 (0.07) 0.07 (0.07) -0.19 (0.10) † -0.19 (0.10) †
Fathers' Biblical Literalism 0.04 (0.07) 0.04 (0.07) -0.02 (0.09) -0.02 (0.09)

Controls
Mothers' Age -0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01) 0.00 (0.02) 0.00 (0.02)
Child is Female 0.01 (0.27) 0.04 (0.27) 0.50 (0.36) 0.58 (0.36)
Both Parents Black -0.41 (0.29) -0.43 (0.29) -0.48 (0.38) -0.52 (0.38)
Both Parents Latino -0.30 (0.38) -0.32 (0.37) -0.58 (0.49) -0.64 (0.49)
Both Parents Other Race -0.08 (1.15) -0.18 (1.15) -3.40 (1.51) * -3.71 (1.51) *
Parents Racially Heterogamous -0.55 (0.46) -0.56 (0.46) -1.20 (0.60) * -1.27 (0.60) *
Parents' Average Education -0.25 (0.12) * -0.25 (0.12) * -0.07 (0.15) -0.06 (0.15)
Household Income -0.07 (0.12) -0.07 (0.12) -0.01 (0.15) 0.03 (0.15)
Parenting Stress 0.14 (0.14) 0.14 (0.14) 0.60 (0.18) *** 0.60 (0.18) ***
Number of Additional Children 0.09 (0.08) 0.08 (0.08) 0.10 (0.10) 0.11 (0.11)
Married at W3 0.05 (0.37) 0.11 (0.38) 1.37 (0.49) ** 1.48 (0.49) **
Married at W4 -0.25 (0.22) -0.25 (0.22) -0.33 (0.29) -0.32 (0.29)
Cohabiting at W4 -0.05 (0.22) -0.03 (0.22) 0.63 (0.29) * 0.64 (0.29) *
Problem Behavior at W3 0.43 (0.02) *** 0.43 (0.02) *** 0.51 (0.03) *** 0.51 (0.03) ***
Lambda -0.81 (0.34) * -0.80 (0.34) * -0.26 (0.45) -0.18 (0.45)
Lambda 2 1.61 (3.69) 1.89 (3.70) 8.15 (4.86) † 9.18 (4.87) †

Interactions
Both Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank -0.59 (0.46) -0.59 (0.60)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks -0.66 (0.48) -0.67 (0.63)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks -1.10 (0.56) * -0.96 (0.73)

One Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank 0.56 (0.42) 1.23 (0.55) *
One Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks 0.65 (0.45) 1.07 (0.60) †
One Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks -0.42 (0.56) 0.97 (0.74)

R2

†p < .10;  *p < .05;   **p < .01;  *** p < .001 
N = 1,214
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses).

Table 4. Results from Regression Models Predicting Problem Behavior among Children at Age Five
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Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant -0.12 (0.27) 0.08 (0.32) 0.38 (0.35) 0.58 (0.42)
One Parent Conservative Protestant 0.28 (0.22) 0.28 (0.26) 0.41 (0.29) 0.14 (0.35)

Corporal Punishment
Mother Spanks Infrequently 0.18 (0.16) 0.19 (0.16) 0.23 (0.22) 0.21 (0.22)
Mother Spanks Frequently 0.65 (0.18) *** 0.66 (0.18) *** 0.93 (0.24) *** 0.92 (0.24) ***
Father Spanks Infrequently 0.19 (0.19) 0.48 (0.25) † 0.28 (0.25) 0.32 (0.33)
Father Spanks Frequently 0.36 (0.20) † 0.24 (0.29) 0.31 (0.26) 0.16 (0.38)

Other Religious Characteristics
Mothers' Religiosity -0.17 (0.10) -0.18 (0.10) † -0.12 (0.14) -0.12 (0.14)
Fathers' Religiosity 0.02 (0.10) 0.02 (0.10) -0.09 (0.13) -0.09 (0.13)
Mothers' Biblical Literalism 0.05 (0.07) 0.05 (0.07) -0.21 (0.10) * -0.22 (0.10) *
Fathers' Biblical Literalism 0.03 (0.07) 0.04 (0.07) -0.03 (0.09) -0.03 (0.09)

Controls
Mothers' Age -0.01 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02)
Child is Female -0.13 (0.19) -0.10 (0.19) 0.02 (0.26) 0.06 (0.26)
Both Parents Black -0.28 (0.25) -0.28 (0.25) -0.10 (0.33) -0.11 (0.33)
Both Parents Latino -0.09 (0.29) -0.13 (0.29) 0.05 (0.38) 0.04 (0.38)
Both Parents Other Race 0.60 (0.79) 0.46 (0.80) -1.24 (1.05) -1.35 (1.05)
Parents Racially Heterogamous -0.30 (0.32) -0.33 (0.32) -0.38 (0.42) -0.39 (0.42)
Parents' Average Education -0.26 (0.12) * -0.27 (0.12) * -0.10 (0.15) -0.09 (0.15)
Household Income -0.13 (0.08) -0.12 (0.08) -0.20 (0.11) † -0.19 (0.11) †
Parenting Stress 0.10 (0.14) 0.10 (0.14) 0.53 (0.18) ** 0.53 (0.18) **
Number of Additional Children 0.05 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07) -0.02 (0.09) -0.02 (0.09)
Married at W3 -0.14 (0.28) -0.08 (0.28) 0.74 (0.37) * 0.76 (0.37) *
Married at W4 -0.25 (0.22) -0.24 (0.22) -0.38 (0.29) -0.36 (0.29)
Cohabiting at W4 -0.03 (0.22) 0.00 (0.22) 0.66 (0.29) * 0.66 (0.29) *
Problem Behavior at W3 0.42 (0.02) *** 0.42 (0.02) *** 0.51 (0.03) *** 0.51 (0.03) ***
Lambda -0.77 (0.34) * -0.76 (0.34) * -0.19 (0.45) -0.15 (0.45)
Lambda 2 -0.65 (2.20) -0.26 (2.22) 0.66 (2.90) 0.92 (2.92)

Interactions
Both Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Inrequently -0.83 (0.39) * -0.41 (0.51)
Both Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Frequently 0.17 (0.44) -0.20 (0.57)

One Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Inrequently -0.21 (0.40) 0.37 (0.52)
One Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Frequently 0.19 (0.44) 0.81 (0.58)

R2

†p < .10;  *p < .05;   **p < .01;  *** p < .001 
N = 1,214
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses).

4
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Table 5. Results from Regression Models Predicting Problem Behavior among Children at Age Five
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Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant -0.73 (0.25) ** -0.49 (0.19) * -0.03 (0.28) -0.26 (0.22)
One Parent Conservative Protestant 0.12 (0.20) 0.06 (0.16) -0.24 (0.23) -0.24 (0.18)

Corporal Punishment
Both Parents Spank -0.03 (0.19) -0.38 (0.21) †
Only Mother Spanks -0.27 (0.19) 0.04 (0.21)
Only Father Spanks -0.02 (0.28) -0.21 (0.31)

Mother Spanks Infrequently -0.10 (0.10)
Mother Spanks Frequently -0.20 (0.11) †
Father Spanks Infrequently 0.26 (0.15) †
Father Spanks Frequently -0.04 (0.17)

Other Religious Characteristics
Mothers' Religiosity 0.28 (0.06) *** 0.27 (0.06) *** -0.01 (0.07) -0.03 (0.07)
Fathers' Religiosity -0.09 (0.06) -0.09 (0.06) 0.24 (0.07) *** 0.24 (0.07) ***
Mothers' Biblical Literalism -0.05 (0.05) -0.05 (0.05) -0.05 (0.05) -0.04 (0.05)
Fathers' Biblical Literalism 0.05 (0.04) 0.05 (0.04) 0.00 (0.05) 0.00 (0.05)

Interactions
Both Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank 0.34 (0.27) -0.27 (0.31)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks 0.44 (0.29) -0.32 (0.32)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks 0.68 (0.34) * -0.15 (0.37)

One Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank -0.43 (0.25) † 0.35 (0.28)
One Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks -0.07 (0.27) -0.01 (0.30)
One Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks -0.20 (0.34) 0.13 (0.38)

Both Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Inrequently 0.29 (0.23) -0.08 (0.26)
Both Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Frequently 0.13 (0.26) 0.06 (0.29)

One Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Inrequently -0.38 (0.24) 0.22 (0.27)
One Conservative Protestant x Father Spanks Frequently -0.16 (0.27) 0.41 (0.30)

R2

†p < .10;  *p < .05;   **p < .01;  *** p < .001 
N = 1,214
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses).
All control variables are included in the models, but not shown here.
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Table 6. Results from Regression Models Predicting Parenting Practices at Wave 3
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Conservative Protestantism
Both Parents Conservative Protestant 0.51 (0.42) 0.46 (0.42) 1.18 (0.55) * 1.11 (0.55) *
One Parent Conservative Protestant -0.04 (0.34) -0.03 (0.34) -0.48 (0.44) -0.47 (0.44)

Corporal Punishment
Both Parents Spank 0.74 (0.32) * 0.74 (0.32) * 1.07 (0.41) ** 1.07 (0.41) **
Only Mother Spanks 0.54 (0.32) † 0.52 (0.32) 1.06 (0.42) * 1.04 (0.42) *
Only Father Spanks 0.87 (0.46) † 0.87 (0.46) † 1.39 (0.61) * 1.39 (0.60) *

Parenting Practices
Mother Involvement -0.07 (0.05) -0.10 (0.06)

Interactions
Both Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank -0.59 (0.46) -0.57 (0.46) -0.59 (0.60) -0.56 (0.60)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks -0.66 (0.48) -0.63 (0.48) -0.67 (0.63) -0.62 (0.63)
Both Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks -1.10 (0.56) * -1.05 (0.56) † -0.96 (0.73) -0.90 (0.73)

One Conservative Protestant x Both Parents Spank 0.56 (0.42) 0.53 (0.42) 1.23 (0.55) * 1.19 (0.56) *
One Conservative Protestant x Only Mother Spanks 0.65 (0.45) 0.64 (0.45) 1.07 (0.60) † 1.07 (0.60) †
One Conservative Protestant x Only Father Spanks -0.42 (0.56) -0.44 (0.56) 0.97 (0.74) 0.95 (0.74)

R2

†p < .10;  *p < .05;   **p < .01;  *** p < .001 
N = 1,214
Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients are presented (standard errors in parentheses).
All control variables (and other religious characteristics) are included in the models, but not shown here.

Table 7. Results from Regression Models Predicting Problem Behavior among Children at Age Five
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