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SUMMARY 

The authors of this submission support New Clause (NC) 10 and consequential Amendment 

11 of the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill (“CWSB”) before the UK Parliament (as at 

21 January 2025) and believe that these amendments should both be made to the CWSB as it 

progresses through Parliament. 

 

Within the UK, children in England and Northern Ireland are the only people who are not 

fully protected in law from assault. Scotland and Wales have paved the way towards the UK 

becoming a more equal society and better protecting children, leaving England and Northern 

Ireland behind. Physical punishment of children is less effective as a long-term strategy for 

improving behaviours than other approaches. Internationally, 67 states have full prohibition 

of physical punishment of children. Twenty-six more states have committed to reforming 

their laws to achieve a complete legal ban. There is overwhelming academic evidence which 

clearly demonstrates that physical punishment has adverse effects on children. The adverse 

health impacts include poor mental health, and social, behavioural and emotional difficulties. 

Children who are physically punished are at a heightened risk of serious physical assault. 

Physical punishment of children should be considered an adverse childhood experience and 

addressed in efforts to prevent violence. This submission supports legislative change being 

introduced as a deterrent to prevent cases of physical punishment of children in England. 

Whilst the authors believe that legislative change is required in both England and Northern 

Ireland, they understand that the jurisdiction of the Committee is restricted to England only 

and therefore this submission relates to England. The authors will pursue the Northern Ireland 

matters separately. 

 

In addition to legislative change, additional measures are needed to bring about restorative 

approaches that both protect the child and maintain and support the parent-child relationship. 

That support should include a judicial discretion for a non-conviction outcome for those 

parents judged suitable having regard to all the circumstances of the case, including the best 

interests of the child in maintaining the family relationship. The recommendations in this 

submission propose a joint approach which simplifies practice in the children’s sector; which 

upholds children’s rights in law; and which supports families and communities to make 

positive changes to parenting practices.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The law in England is inconsistent with Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 1 which states that children must be free from violence. This 

submission outlines the case for why the law in England needs to change to ensure children 

are protected in the same way that adults are afforded this human right. Article 19 of the 

UNCRC, which has been ratified by the UK government, states that: 

 

“There must be the right laws and measures in place to protect children. This includes 

from all forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 

treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in the care of 

parent(s), legal guardian(s) or any other person who has the care of the child”. 

 

In 2015, with the adoption of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), the world made a commitment to end violence against children (Sustainable 

Development Goal target 16.2) by the year 2030. 2 Physical or corporal punishment, that is 

“any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some degree of pain 

or discomfort” 3 to ‘discipline’ a child by a parent/legal guardian/caregiver, remains lawful in 

England in specific circumstances (the ‘reasonable punishment’ defence). In order to meet the 

United Nations goals, ending violence against children must also include legal prohibition 

and elimination of physical punishment of children. 

 

Within the United Kingdom (UK), children in England and Northern Ireland are the only 

group of people not fully protected in law from physical assault. This is because of the 

‘reasonable punishment defence’ (set out in the Children Act 2004 4 and the Law Reform 

(Miscellaneous Provisions) (Northern Ireland Order) 2006) 5 which means that if a parent 

physically punishes their child, they can argue (either as a means of avoiding prosecution or, 

ultimately, in court) that this was ‘reasonable punishment’.  

 

Since the Children Act 2004 came into law two decades ago, there has been extensive 

research showing that physical punishment has negative effects on children’s physical and 

mental health, social, behavioural, and emotional well-being, cognitive development, brain 

growth, parental relationships and school engagement. There is also evidence that physical 
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punishment increases the risk that it will escalate in severity, putting children who are 

physically punished at higher risk of experiencing significant harm through serious physical 

assault.  Scotland and Wales have both changed the relevant respective laws in the last four 

years to keep step with these developments. In so doing, they have also paved the way for the 

United Kingdom to take similar action to ensure children have ‘Equal Protection’ to adults by 

removing the reasonable punishment defence from their legislation. 6 7 

 

This submission to the Committee outlines the evidence-based case for this legislative change 

by exploring why some parents use physical punishment, summarising the evidence that 

exists regarding the impact of physical punishment on children, and supports 

recommendations for legislative change in England to mirror the changes already made to the 

law in Wales and Scotland. In this submission the term ‘physical punishment’ is used to mean 

all forms of physical (corporal) punishment including smacking and spanking. 

 

THE MEANING OF “EQUAL PROTECTION” 

In England the law allows physical punishment of a child where that punishment is 

‘reasonable’. This is because a parent or carer can use the defence of ‘reasonable punishment’ 

to justify hitting a child (as set out in Section 58 of the Children Act 2004). 4 In contrast, all 

adults in England are protected in law from all forms of physical assault (battery). If an adult 

physically assaults another adult (subjects that adult to battery), the victim is protected in law. 

8 9 10 11 This includes within an intimate or domestic relationship between adults, which has 

been the case since 1976 following the introduction of the Domestic Violence and 

Matrimonial Proceedings Act, 1976 12 - this changed the law to ensure a husband could no 

longer beat his wife. Children, however, are still not equally protected from physical assault 

when compared to their adult counterparts. 4  

 

SCOTLAND AND WALES 

UK-wide laws exist as do devolved laws in the individual countries within the UK. The laws 

pertaining to physical punishment of children are devolved, with different laws in the four 

countries of the UK. In Scotland, the defence of reasonable punishment, which allowed 

parents and carers to justify physical punishment of their child, was abolished under the 

Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) Act 2019 6 which came into force on 7 
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November 2020. In Wales, the defence of reasonable punishment, which allowed the physical 

punishment of children, was abolished in 2022 under the Children (Abolition of Defence of 

Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act which came into force on 21 March 2022. 7 The Wales 

Safeguarding Procedures Project Board has also published guidance on safeguarding 

responses where a child is affected by physical punishment. 13 These changes mean that 

children in Scotland and Wales are now equally protected from physical punishment in their 

countries. In contrast, children in England and Northern Ireland do not have the same 

protections as in Wales and Scotland; and legislative change in England and Northern Ireland 

to remove the defence of reasonable punishment is required to align all four countries of the 

UK. This is especially important given that it is the UK government that is a signatory to the 

UNCRC which affords children protection from violence.  

 

HEALTH IMPACTS OF PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT OF CHILDREN 

The negative health impacts of physical punishment in childhood are well documented and 

include increased adverse mental health; poorer parent-child relationships; and a risk of 

significant harm and serious assault. 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 Physical punishment is consistently 

associated with a variety of negative health and developmental consequences for children, 21 

22 23 24 25 26 most significantly increasing their risk of experiencing physical abuse, 27 28 29 and 

increasing their risk of experiencing mental health problems, potentially by up to 2.6 times. 30 

Therefore, preventing physical punishment is necessary for healthy child development, 

reducing the risk of further violence, and upholding children's rights to protection. 31 Physical 

abuse has also been shown to have a compounding impact on children, with children who 

experience increasing levels of parental aggression becoming more aggressive with others 32 

and having poorer quality parent-child relationships.  

 

Children who are physically punished are at risk of significant harm, with those that have 

been physically punished by their parents potentially being up to seven times more likely to 

be seriously assaulted (for example punched or kicked) than those who have not been 

physically punished and more likely to suffer an injury requiring medical attention than those 

who have not been physically punished. 33 
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There is a knock-on impact of physical punishment across children’s lives, with physical 

punishment and severe physical maltreatment having been shown to be associated with 

emotional and behavioural difficulties in school children, 34 as well as associations between 

physical punishment and negative cognitive and social-emotional outcomes, with there being 

no evidence that physical punishment may relate to any positive developmental outcome. 35  

 

The evidence shows that disciplining children through physical violence merely serves to 

educate them that such violence is accepted and encouraged by society, which may teach 

them to behave this way as they grow older. 14 

 

When physical punishment of children remains lawful (even if only in specific 

circumstances) it makes it difficult for healthcare professionals and other childcare 

practitioners to distinguish between children who are routinely abused and children who are 

largely well cared for. Prohibiting physical punishment in all circumstances leaves decisions 

about whether or not to prosecute for prosecutorial discretion or guidelines, and whether 

actions were unlawful, and appropriate levels of sentencing, to judicial discretion. Taking 

such decisions out of the hands of front-line children’s service practitioners allows doctors, 

social workers and teachers to focus on assessing and supporting the child in front of them 

and facilitates straight forward and open communication with families about safe parenting 

practices. Behavioural interventions that promote parental support and effective use of non-

violent discipline to establish healthier family relationships and to prevent or mitigate the 

impact of emotional and behavioural problems in children, are required. 34 

 

This submission proposes a joint approach which simplifies practice in the children’s sector; 

which upholds children’s rights in law; and which supports families and communities to 

make positive changes to parenting practices. One change cannot occur without the other: 

prohibiting what some parents deem ‘acceptable’ discipline using physical force must occur 

alongside access, knowledge and support to learn effective alternatives. These methods must 

be built into health, education and social services.  
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The views of children, adolescents and adults towards physical punishment  

Evidence shows that adolescents’ views about physical punishment varies widely. 14 A study 

has suggested that adolescents who have been physically punished in their childhood are 

more approving of this discipline method, regardless of the overall frequency, timing or 

chronicity of physical discipline that they received. 36 It has been reported that some children 

may accept physical punishment as a parental right and as part of the parental role, 37 while 

others believe that smacking will not solve anything: it will hurt children, cause more 

problems and should not be legal under any circumstances. 38 

 

The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) has periodically 

explored public views on the law in relation to physical punishment of children. The 

percentage of people who think smacking, hitting, slapping, or shaking a child is not 

acceptable has risen from 67% in 2023 to 71% in 2024. 39 The result comes from a new 

(2024) YouGov poll of over 3,500 adults across England which also found that 55% think 

physical punishment weakens the relationship between parent and child (up from 51% in 

2023) and 60% think physical punishment has a negative impact on a child’s mental health 

(up from 56% in 2023). The total sample was 3,559 adults, with data collected in January 

2024. The findings have been weighted and are representative of all adults in England (aged 

18 years old and above). 40 

 

SUPPORTING FAMILIES - THE IMPORTANCE OF A LAW CHANGE 

Achieving lasting change in communities 

Achieving an inter-generational change for the benefit of families – across a whole range of 

health and social care outcomes – is inextricably linked to reducing physical punishment of 

children. For example, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), such as exposure to 

maltreatment and household dysfunction, are major risk factors for physical and mental 

health problems across the lifespan. A parent’s ACEs history may be an important factor to 

consider when developing and implementing child maltreatment prevention efforts, and may 

be equally applicable when attempting to change society’s views towards physical 

punishment of children. 26 The negative consequences of ACEs on parental aggression can be 

even more pronounced with multiple exposures to different patterns of ACEs. Women in the 
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high/multiple ACEs class are more likely to report higher levels of parent-to-child aggression 

risk, including belief in physical punishment, than those in the other classes. Preventive 

interventions targeting parental attitudes and behaviours among young women exposed to 

ACEs may decrease the risk for further perpetuation of aggression in the next generations. 41 

Physical punishment of children should be considered an ACE and addressed in efforts to 

prevent violence. 31 

 

Given the undesirable consequences of physically punishing children and a lack of empirical 

evidence to suggest positive effects of physical punishment, professionals who work with 

families should counsel parents not to physically punish their children (including infants and 

toddlers). For optimal benefits, efforts to educate parents regarding alternative forms of 

discipline should begin during the pregnancy and the child's first few years of life 42. 

 

Protecting children’s rights 

Physical punishment of children is significantly less effective than many strategies for 

improving behaviour and may even contribute to poorer behaviour.43 To that end, it is less 

effective as a long-term strategy for improving behaviours than other approaches, 44 and 

reliance on physical punishment makes other disciplinary strategies less effective. 45 It is in 

this context that the continued use of physical punishment of children conflicts with 

international human rights law. 14 It is important to reduce ineffective strategy of / for 

behavioural management of children and eradicating physical punishment of children is an 

important contribution to that aim. 

 

THE BENEFITS TO INDIVIDUAL CHILDREN, FAMILIES AND PROFESSIONALS 

Having legislation which clearly sets out that physical punishment of children is unlawful in 

all circumstances, is directly protective of the child or children living in that environment and 

also, paradoxically, the wider family. At the present time the position that exists whereby 

physical assault is unlawful, but a parent may have a defence in certain circumstances does 

not provide the clarity, transparency, and consistent protection that children need, deserve and 

are entitled to. If the law were to change, from a health practitioner point of view, they would 

work on the solid foundation of the illegality of physical punishment, and then be able to 

provide clear, legally supported, and unambiguous advice to families.  Additionally, law 
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change would help practitioners who currently have to make a distinction between whether a 

child has suffered at the hands of a parent who had a momentary lost control when physically 

disciplining their child versus a child who is subjected to regular, repeated, prolonged, or 

significant abuse, regardless of whether that physical punishment is leaving a mark on the 

child. 

 

It is essential that health, care, education, and other practitioners are able to make clear to a 

family, where it is alleged that physical punishment has occurred, that there are no 

circumstances in which this would or could be lawful. It introduces unhelpful confusion if 

practitioners are not in a position to be able to work with families and children with the 

underpinning legislative support that physical punishment is prohibited in all circumstances, 

without a defence being available – a defence that may permit obfuscation of the 

circumstances of the event, and which will result in children not receiving the protection to 

which they are entitled both as a matter of international law and otherwise. 

 

Moves to prevent family violence are progressive, but the position of a society where child 

abuse is forbidden yet physical punishment of children is permitted is not a tenable one. 

Reducing the number of cases of child abuse must begin with a clear message from society 

that physical punishment of children, whatever the circumstances, is unacceptable. 14 

 

THE LAW IN ENGLAND 

In England it is unlawful for a parent or carer to physically punish their child, except where 

this amounts to ‘reasonable punishment’. This defence is laid down in section 58 of the 

Children Act 2004, 4 but crucially it is not defined in this legislation. Whether physical 

punishment (including, for example, a ‘smack’) amounts to reasonable punishment will 

depend on the circumstances of each case, taking into consideration factors like the age of the 

child and the nature of the smack. Although it will not be possible to rely on the defence if a 

parent uses severe physical punishment on their child which amounts to wounding, actual 

bodily harm, grievous bodily harm or child cruelty, this still leaves children who have 

suffered from a battery or common assault unprotected, including those who have been 

assaulted more than once. 
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Precedent for legal changes to physical punishment laws 

Internationally, as of 22 January 2025, 67 states have full prohibition of physical punishment 

of children, starting with Sweden in 1979 – over four decades ago. An additional 26 states 

have committed to reforming their laws to achieve a complete legal ban. Over this time in the 

UK several laws have been changed that restricted or banned the use of physical punishment 

in different settings (Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1: Timeline of Physical Punishment Legislation in the UK. Adapted from Welsh 

Government Consultation document. 46 

 

Current legal arrangements in England 

In England, a parent or carer can use the defence of ‘reasonable punishment’ to justify hitting 

a child under Section 58 of the Children Act 2004. In cases of common assault, legal 

professionals are expected to judge for each individual case, whether the form of physical 

punishment was “reasonable and moderate” considering factors such as the age of the child. 

This inevitably involves not prosecuting in some cases of physical battery based on the 

Up to the 1980s: Physical 
punishment was common in 

schools

1986: UK Parliament looked at 
the law and started to make 

changes

1999: Physical punishment was 
stopped in independent and 

private schools

2001: Physical Punishment was 
stopped in children's homes

2002: Physical punishment was 
stopped in all Local Authority 

foster care.

2004: The Children Act 2004 
limited how the reasonable 

punishment defence could be 
used.

2007: Physical punishment was 
stopped in all childcare provision 

in the UK

2020: Scotland removed the 
reasonable chastisement 

defence from law

2020: Wales removed the 
reasonable punishment defence 

from law

2024: Children in England and 
Northern Ireland still have less 
protection from assault than 

adults; and less protection from 
physical punishment than 

children in Scotland and Wales
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‘perceived’ severity of the child’s physical injuries and the pain they have experienced rather 

than the overarching detail of it being an act of assault. The logical result is variations in the 

extent to which children are protected from assault 47 rather than a universal standard that 

applies in all cases. Such discretion may also unfavourably prejudice the prosecution and 

removal of children from certain marginalised or minority groups in society.  

 

In 2007, the then Department for Children, Schools and Families published a review of 

Section 58 of the Children Act 2004 to assess its impact. The review found that, following the 

updated limitations, parents were less commonly using ‘smacking’ as a form of discipline and 

that legal protection for children had improved as a result of Section 58’s effect. 48 Taking this 

further by removing any defence for physical punishment from relevant legislation is likely to 

strengthen these effects further, continuing to shift parenting practices and more explicitly 

protect children under the law. 

 

RECOMMENDED LEGAL AMENDMENTS - ENGLAND 

We recommend that the substitutions and insertions made via the Children (Abolition of 

Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 7 are mirrored in England in the 

Children Act 2004. NC10 and consequential amendment 11 (marshalled amendments to the 

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill as at 21 January 2025) would achieve the necessary 

legislative change. These changes mirror draft proposals for a primary Bill and Amendment 

legislation previously made available. 49 50 

 

AVOIDING FURTHER ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 

It is important that any legislation passed to prevent the physical punishment of children does 

not inadvertently result in further adverse childhood experiences, through the criminalisation 

and incarceration of parents. The Parenting and Family Research Alliance (PAFRA), who 

have examined solutions to ending physical punishment in Australia, note that: 

 

“corporal punishment has historically been used as a child behavioural correction 

tool, and it is considered normative in some cultures. Beliefs about the acceptability 

of corporal punishment may vary by religious identification or ethnicity and, 
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therefore, result in different levels of corporal punishment use across ethnic and 

religious groups”. 51 

 

As a result, loving parents may use physical punishment to correct their children’s behaviour, 

acting on a belief that this is in their child’s best interests. In such cases, steps must be taken 

to ensure that the criminal justice system does not inflict further harm on the child with 

inappropriate criminalisation, as opposed to the provision of support and education to change 

discipline practices. It is axiomatically clear that legislative change must be accompanied by 

public education and support in relation to moving away from the use of physical 

punishment. 

 

It is imperative that in fixing one issue, another is not created. An examination of long-term 

attitude change in New Zealand after similar changes in the law, based on findings from 

public opinion surveys over three decades, found a substantial decline in approval of physical 

punishment. 52 Whilst the authors are not aware of a similar survey having been conducted in 

the UK, it is likely that some attitudes towards physical punishment of children will be mixed 

and that there will be concern over the potential criminalisation of otherwise loving parents 

who may be prosecuted for physical punishment of their own child. 

 

Notwithstanding that such concerns, fears of increased prosecution of parents following law 

change are unlikely to occur. 53 54 In New Zealand following law change in 2007, despite 

fears of criminalisation of parents, prosecutions by the New Zealand police over the next five 

years did not increase with parents for physical disciplining their children. 54  

 

Mitigating any potential criminalisation of parents 

This paper recommends careful prosecuting guidelines are produced and followed to ensure 

that legal professionals are supported to make decisions which help families move away from 

the use of physical punishment without heavy-handed use of, in particular, custodial 

sentencing.  

 

England should also introduce a judicial discretion for a non-conviction outcome for those 

parents who are prosecuted but later judged suitable for non-criminalisation, having regard to 
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all the circumstances of the case, including the best interests of the child in maintaining the 

family relationship. This could be achieved by an amendment to the Sentencing Act 2020 55 

to allow for non-conviction outcomes similar to those in Victoria, Australia, 56 where the 

nature of the offence; the character and past history of the offender; and the impact of the 

recording of a conviction on the offender’s economic or social well-being or on his or her 

employment prospects are taken into account. 

 

Whilst this judicial discretion is not provided for in the currently proposed amendments to the 

Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill, such a proposal is not a prerequisite for legislative 

change. If the Government were minded to pursue this it could be achieved via separate 

legislation in the future.  

 

Legislative change is proposed to be a deterrent to prevent cases of physical punishment of 

children in England and it would only be in very limited circumstances that a prosecution 

would be pursued and in very extreme cases where imprisonment might occur. The focus 

should be on restorative approaches that both protect the child and maintain and support the 

parent-child relationship.  

 

PUTTING EQUAL PROTECTION FOR CHILDREN INTO PRACTICE 

Changing the law will not on its own eliminate physical punishment of children. Educational 

and preventative measures are needed to increase awareness of the harm of physical 

punishment to children; to inform about children’s right to equal protection from assault; to 

support adoption of non-violent child raising habits; and to provide a foundation for 

behaviour and norm change. A good example of this occurred in Wales. When the law change 

occurred in 2022, a widespread media campaign was rolled out informing the population 

about the law changing as well as educating them about the impact of physical punishment on 

children. 57  

 

The ultimate goal of removing the ‘reasonable punishment’ defence is to ensure that no child 

experiences physical punishment, by eliminating its use completely. Law reform is essential 

in sending a clear message that hitting or hurting a child is wrong, just as it is wrong to hit or 

hurt an adult. However, law reform only becomes truly effective when concrete measures are 



 

 

 

 

16 

put in place to prevent children experiencing physical punishment. Implementing the law is 

not just about responding to adults who physically punish children – most importantly it is 

about transforming attitudes and behaviour so that physical punishment is no longer accepted, 

enabling a shift towards non-violent child rearing methods. 58 The key steps that are 

necessary in moving from prohibition of physical punishment to elimination of physical 

punishment include: 

  

• Enactment: adopting a law prohibiting physical punishment. 

• Planning: developing a costed national plan for England.  

• Coordination: integrating this plan into existing child protection systems. 

• Engagement: public education, awareness raising, and communication. 

• Support: positive parenting being promoted and supported by all relevant statutory 

and third-sector organisations in England. 

• Evaluation: academic evaluation of the impact of the legislative change and of the 

outcome for individual groups of children and children, collectively, in society. 

 

The development and adoption of a funded, multi-sectoral national action plan is central to 

effective implementation of the new law. The plan may focus specifically on physical 

punishment or may be integrated into a plan to eliminate all violence against children, or one 

taking a wider focus on child protection. The plan should include: 

 

• coordination mechanisms, involving all services working with or for children; 

• monitoring and evaluation processes; 

• sufficient resources and long-term commitment to achieve change in societal norms 

and behaviours.  

 

The plan may describe the context and available research, for example on the prevalence of 

physical punishment of children; it will identify priorities; describe a roadmap of activities; 

and include a budget. Planning for putting the law into effect should start before the law 

reform process has been completed, and ideally requirements to develop and implement a 

national plan should be included in legislation.  
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Awareness raising and communication are critical measures to support the implementation of 

laws prohibiting corporal punishment. Society-wide communications campaigns are needed 

to raise the profile of the new law, explain the purpose of prohibition, and how the law will be 

put into effect in the best interests of children, as well as support changes in attitudes and 

behaviours around violence in childrearing. Target audiences, key obstacles, messages, and 

most effective methods of communication should be identified. Critically, long term 

communications campaigns are needed to support changes in behaviour across generations. 

 

Promotion of non-violent child raising should be promoted at every point of contact between 

government, families and children, for example across health, welfare, education and law 

enforcement services. Information should be included in training for education staff and all 

those working in care and justice systems. 

 

SUPPORTING POSITIVE PARENTING 

There is strong evidence that programmes supporting positive parenting have numerous 

beneficial impacts on child development, health and education outcomes, as well as reducing 

family violence and promoting child protective norms and behaviour. 59 60 A parenting 

programme can be a structured intervention directed at parents and other key caregivers, 

designed to improve parent-child interaction and the overall quality of nurturing care that a 

child receives. Positive parenting focuses on creating safe home environments and building a 

foundation of support and care for children through responsive caregiving, affection, quality 

time, praise, learning opportunities and healthy methods of dealing with difficult behaviour.  

Nurturing care involves helping children develop healthy social and emotional behaviours, 

teaching life skills, and promoting well-being through modelling healthy ways to solve 

problems and communicate feelings. 

 

Parents can be supported to adopt and maintain non-violent child rearing through freely 

available, widely accessible evidence-based positive parenting programmes, critically before 

becoming parents, when parenting young children, and as children grow. Additional 

measures, such as a free parent support helplines and more intensive services for families 

facing difficulties, are important in supporting positive parenting. 
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Scotland’s introduction of equal protection (from assault) for children [in effect prohibiting 

physical punishment of children in all circumstances] came into effect in 2020. 61 

ParentClub,62 a Scottish Government website for parents and carers provides information 

about the law, support in using positive, non-violent methods to raise children, ways of 

handling challenging behaviour and strategies for coping with being a parent. Information 

about the law is included in the Ready Steady Baby publication for new parents. 63 

 

The enactment and implementation of laws banning physical punishment can contribute to 

significant reductions in its use. 64  Monitoring and evaluation play a key role in assessing the 

success and challenges of implementation, and understanding whether it has generated 

positive change for children. Monitoring and evaluation should involve everyone in the 

initiative to move from prohibition to elimination, including the ethical participation of 

children who are often better placed than adults to share information about their experiences. 

Showing evidence of the positive impact of law reform and its implementation helps to build 

increasing support for the new law and changes in attitudes and behaviour. 

 

The implementation of programmes and interventions to promote childhood without use of 

physical punishment should include mechanisms to facilitate monitoring through ongoing 

data collection and analysis. Monitoring should follow the progress of planned activities, 

identify problems, provide feedback to stakeholders, and solve problems before they cause 

delays.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The authors recommend that the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill should be amended 

by way of the acceptance of NC10 and consequential amendment 11. The authors believe that 

such amendments would bring in the necessary abolition of the common law defence of 

reasonable punishment in England, with delayed commencement to enable appropriate public 

information and engagement to be provided. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Within the UK, children in England and Northern Ireland are the only people who are not 

fully protected in law from assault. Scotland and Wales have paved the way towards the UK 
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becoming a more equal society and better protecting children, leaving England and Northern 

Ireland behind. The majority of adults believe physical punishment of children is 

unacceptable and that the law should change to ensure that physical punishment is explicitly 

prohibited in all circumstances. Physical punishment of children has been found resolutely 

ineffective as a method of correcting children’s behaviour in contrast to numerous non-

violent approaches that are effective at changing children’s behaviour without having the 

detrimental effects on their development. There is overwhelming scientific evidence which 

clearly demonstrates that physical punishment of children has adverse effects. These include 

poor mental health, and social, behavioural and emotional difficulties. Children who are 

physically punished are at a heightened risk for serious physical assault.  Internationally, 67 

states have full prohibition of physical punishment of children (starting with Sweden in 1979 

– over 40 years ago). The time is right, and there is public support in the UK, to remove the 

“reasonable punishment” defence from law in England. Over time, it is likely that removal of 

the “reasonable punishment” defence will be accompanied by public-sector economic 

savings. Achieving an inter-generational change for the benefit of families – across a whole 

range of health and social care outcomes – is inextricably linked to reducing physical 

punishment of children. 65 
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