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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to empirically assess the validity of legal 

assumptions regarding the use of physical punishment by Mexican parents with 

their children. Three legal assumptions were identified and tested in the studied 

Mexican legal fi'amework: 1) parents always act in the best interest of their 

children; 2) non-severe physical punishment is an adequate and non-harmfiil 

strategy for rising children; and 3) parents discriminate between 

moderate/corrective punishment and severe child abuse. One hundred-fifty 

mothers living in the Northwestem Mexican State of Sonora were interviewed 

regarding their use of physical punishment with their children, their knowledge of 

the law regarding their and their children's' rights and duties, their perceptions of 

their legal obligations in regard to their disciplinary practices with their children, 

their disciplinary beliefs, their monitoring of their children, the frequency of 

maltreatment they received from their parents, their levels of depression/anxiety, 

their antisocial behaviors, and their alcohol consumption levels. In order to 

validate the legal assumptions, three structural models were specified and 

tested. The first model tested the assumption that physical punishment is used in 

the best interest of children. In this model, the perception of a legal prerogative 

to use physical punishment was found to increase violence against children. In 

contrast, parental knowledge of child and parental rights and obligations was 

inversely related to punitive disciplinary beliefs, while such beliefs were positively 

associated with child punishment and negatively associated with child 
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monitoring. The second model estimated the effect of a history of mothers' 

vicitimization during childhood on their adult behavior. It was found that being 

maltreated as a child was associated positively with antisocial behavior and 

depression/anxiety, which in tum affected positively alcohol consumption and 

harsh parenting. The third model estimated the covariance between moderate 

punishment and severe punishment. Results showed that the conrelation 

between them was higher than the factor loadings between each latent construct 

and their corresponding observed variables. This finding Indicates that parents 

do not discriminate between moderate and severe punishment. Invalidating the 

assumption that parents are aware of limits between what can be considered 

abuse and disciplinary punishment. The implications of these findings are 

discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

LEGAL ASSUMPTIONS, COMMUNITY SENTIMENT, AND THE LAW 

How should we evaluate the social effectiveness of a law? Does the 

application of a law produce the expected results? When should a law be 

changed or abolished? These are questions posed by lawmakers. 

Unfortunately, legislators have limited means of answering them. For example, 

Mexican laws have been created, evaluated and changed solely on the basis of 

legal formalism, which In Mexico refers to the creation, evaluation and 

modification of law based upon legislators' beliefs and values. 

Many disagree with such an approach. Holmes (1963) states that the "first 

requirement of a sound body of law is that it should correspond to the actual 

feelings and demands of the community, whether right or wrong". In support of 

this idea, Finkel (1995), noting that community sentiment is what ordinary people 

believe is right, fair, and just, argues that if a government wants to be just, 

legislators and judges should ascertain the community sentiment, because this 

sentiment justifies and supports the law. That is, people will perceive the law as 

unworthy of respect if it Is not consistent with the community sentiment. 

But is such legislator or community sentiment likely to Incorporate the 

most accurate beliefs? Some argue that the answer is no. Periin (1994), for 

example, asserts that "ordinary common sense" means "preflexive, often 

unconscious thinking, replete with myths, stereotypes, and simplistic heuristics, 

and quite immune to facts" (p. 5). Thus, regardless of whether legislators rely on 
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their own sentiment or on community sentiment, the result may prejudicial, 

particularly to the most fragile members of the community (i.e., children, women, 

elders, and minorities) who are often prone to stereotypic attributions. 

Legal Assumptions. Community Sentiment, and Child Abuse in Mexico 

Such concern is appropriate in the case of the laws regulating the parent-

child relationship in Mexico. One of the most important beliefs underiying some 

Mexican law is that parents will always act in the best interest of their children, 

which, in turn, led to the assumption that the law should assign to the parent ail 

prerogatives concerning the child. This belief/assumption (hereinafter 

assumption) is considered consistent with a parent's legal obligation to nourish, 

educate and correct their children. In order to accomplish these duties, parents 

have rights over their children on the assumption that they never will exceed 

these rights or abuse their children. 

Another related assumption in the laws of some Mexican states is that 

non-severe physical punishment can be a good technique in raising children. 

Thus, some Mexican states' laws allow parents to use non-severe physical 

punishment as a disciplinary strategy in order to accomplish their parental duties. 

Nonetheless, several studies (e.g., Straus, 1991; Widow, 1991) have 

demonstrated that non-severe physical punishment produces negative 

psychological and physical sequelae in children, in addition, such punishment 

could escalate into child abuse. The law, as well as legislator sentiment in 

Mexico, assumes that parents are able to discriminate between non-severe 
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discipline and child maltreatment. Yet, the research literature in the United States 

shows that there is no established boundary between what could be considered 

physical punishment and abuse (Reid, 1985). 

Although the Mexican Federal Code has been recently modified to prohibit 

child maltreatnnent, in most Mexican states the use of physical punishment by 

parents is still accepted as an appropriate disciplinary strategy. Social attitudes 

conceiving of children as the possession of parents and seeing punishment as 

the best "corrective" strategy (Fry, 1993; Corral, Frias, Romero y Munoz, 1995) 

has led to the establishment of legal precepts that tolerate and even stimulate 

aggressive parenting (Frias and Sales, 1997). 

Thus, it is critical to test the accuracy of the beliefs in legislator and 

community sentiment regarding the use of physical punishment and its potential 

relationship to child abuse, so that ultimately we can evaluate the validity of the 

assumptions underiying the law. Such knowledge should be used to justify legal 

change, particulariy when the consequences of invalid assumptions supports 

social practices that could be prejudicial to an important subclass of that 

community. 

Sales (1982; Sales and Hafemeister, 1985) argues that the behavioral 

and social assumptions underiying laws should be validated by behavioral and 

social science (hereinafter social science) because law is based on assumptions 

about how people act and how their behavior can be controlled. Given that 

psychology studies human behavior, trying to explain and predict it. 
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psychological scientists have the qualifications to identify the invalid (and valid) 

legal assumptions through empirical inquiry (Sales, 1982). The use of 

psychological knowledge in this way compensates for a significant inadequacy in 

the law. 

In assessing the validity of the assumptions underlying the law. 

psycholegal researchers should: 

1) examine the law and identify the legal issues that warrant 

consideration, or the social problem the law is designed to address; 

2) identify the behavioral and social assumptions underlying the law; 

3) review the existing theory and research that is directly relevant to the 

validity of those assumptions; 

4) where direct research is unavailable, review the existing theory and 

research that is indirectly relevant to the validity of the assumptions; 

5) conduct new research on the validity of the assumptions, if steps 4 and 

5 do not directly answer the question about their validity; 

6) assess the likelihood that each identified assumption in the law is 

valid; and 

7) make recommendations for revision of the law, and analyze the 

possible consequences of failing to revise the law (Sales, 1983). 

To apply these steps to the law's assumptions about parenting practices 

and child abuse in Mexico, Chapter Two focuses on the behavioral and social 

assumptions and known empirical realities regarding punishment and abuse of 
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children. Chapter Three then discusses how Mexican law, with particular 

reference to the law in the State of Sonora Mexico, has dealt with parenting 

practices, physical punishment and child abuse. Noting the likely invalidity of the 

behavioral and social assumptions underlying this law given the review of the 

extant empirical literature in Chapter Two, Chapter Four presents the methods 

and results of three new empirical studies that assessed community sentiment 

as reflected in mothers beliefs and practices regarding their children. By 

applying the findings from the extant literature that was reviewed in Chapter Two 

to the findings from these new studies. Chapter Five presents conclusions about 

the likely validity of mothers' the beliefs and its implications for the validity of the 

assumptions inherent in Mexican law. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CHILD ABUSE AND PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT OF CHILDREN: 

ASSUMPTIONS AND REALITIES 

Defining Child Abuse 

Discussions about a valid and reliable definition of child abuse have 

occunred for more than two decades because the difficulties in constructing a 

standardized definition for this construct. The National Research Council (1993) 

enumerates some of the factors creating this dilemma. These include, among 

others, a lack of consensus oven 

• what constitutes appropriate parenting; 

• whose perspective should anchor the definition (e.g., parent, 

abuser, child, society, legal); 

• what constitutes dangerous behavior toward children; 

• the purposes for creating a definition of child abuse; and 

• what role, if any, age. gender, ethnicity and contextual factors 

should play in the definition. 

Nevertheless, some definitions have been proposed. For example, the 

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development recommended that 

maltreatment be conceived of as "behavior towards another person, which is 

outside the norms of conduct, and entails a substantial risk of causing physical or 

emotional harm. Behaviors included will consist of actions and omissions, ones 

that are intentional and ones that are unintentional" (Christoffel et al., 1992). The 
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National Center for Child Abuse and Neglect (NCCAN) defines abuse as Ihe 

physical and mental injury, sexual abuse, negligent treatment, or maltreatment of 

a child under the age of 18 by a person who is responsible for the child's welfare, 

under circumstances which indicate that the child's health and welfare is harmed 

or threatened thereby, as determined in accordance with regulations prescribed 

by the secretary [of HEW] (Whipple & Richey, 1998, p.432). Thus, child abuse is 

not a uniform construct. It is composed of four general categories of abuse: 

physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional abuse, and negligent treatment of 

children. 

This dissertation focuses on the first of these categories for two reasons. 

First, child abuse frequently begins as physical punishment that is intended to 

simply discipline a child — not abuse her or him (Straus, 1991). Understanding 

why people conceive of physical punishment as a "positive" child rearing method 

(Conral et al., 1995) is a logical starting point, therefore, for understanding why 

society may tolerate practices that may escalate into abusive behaviors. 

Second, the law in Mexico traditionally allowed parents to use physical 

punishment to discipline their children, even when such punishment could 

constitute abuse according to some definitions of that term. 

Phvsical Abuse of Children 

Although controversy exists conceming the appropriate definition for 

physical abuse, some definitions appear more prominent in the literature. The 

National Research Council (1993) proposes a definition of physical abuse that 
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includes scalding, beatings with an object, severe physical punishnnent, and 

Munchausen Syndrome (the induction of an illness in the child by an adult). For 

Widom (1989), physical abuse is the severe corporal punishment of the child or 

severe physical suffering by a child because of corporal punishment. The 

American Bar Association (ABA), although not defining physical abuse, indirectly 

speaks to this issue. In its Juvenile Justice Standards Project, the ABA defines 

appropriate state intervention on behalf of a physically abused child when, there 

is a "substantial risk that a child will imminently suffer a physical harm, inflicted 

nonaccidentally upon him/her by his/her parents, which causes, or creates a 

substantial risk or causing disfigurement, impairment or bodily functioning, or 

other serious physical injury" (p.63). Thus, the tendency is to define abuse as a 

serious nonaccidental physical danger or injury against a child. 

Attitudes Toward Phvsical Punishment 

But why does physical abuse occur? Obviously, there are a small 

percentage of people with violent or homicidal urges who act out against 

children. But there is another less obvious cause that is probably much more 

prevalent. Throughout the world, physical punishment is not seen as violence 

because of its presumed disciplinary value. However, it involves the intentional 

use of force to cause pain. The use of physical punishment to control children' 

behavior should lead us to wonder to what extent it should be considered abuse 

and abusive. There are no boundaries establishing the difference between 

physical punishment as a disciplinary method, and child abuse. Physical 
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punishment as a social constmct responds to perceptions, attitudes and 

motivations of community members. Reid (1985) argues that "we live in a 

culture where the boundaries between discipline and violence are frequently 

confounded behaviorally as well as conceptually" (p. 775) that results in 

significant, psychological, medical, social, and legal problems. 

Indeed, physical punishment is the most common form of condoned 

violence all over the worid (Buchanan, 1996). According to Levinson's (1989) 

review of ethnographic reports compiled from Human Relations Area Files 

(HRAF), the use of physical punishment is observed world-wide. One study 

showed that 74% of 90 small-scale societies studied (e.g. Arapaho, Pawnee, 

and Copper Eskimo societies of North America; the Malays, Thai, and Okinawa 

societies of Asia) used physical punishment regulariy. The frequency with which 

it is used varied, with physical punishment of children being more common in 

Africa and the Middle East (Levison, 1989). 

Other studies indicate that ninety percent of American parents use 

physical punishment as a strategy to reduce undesirable behavior (Straus 1991), 

and 94% of parents in another study reported having received some kind of 

physical punishment during their childhood (Buntain-Rickless, Kemper, Bell & 

Babonis 1994). Hence, it is not surprising that most American adults approve of 

the use of corporal punishment as a disciplinary technique (Flynn, 1994). 

However, Flynn (1998) argues that the approval is not similar in all 

contexts. It depends on the situation and age of the child. One eariy study on 
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attitudes toward violence demonstrated that beating and assaulting with a gun 

were seen as less severe when they were committed against a family member 

than against a stranger (Rossi, Waite, Bose, and Berk. 1974). Flynn (1998) 

conducted a study to examine attitudes supporting the use of corporal 

punishment on children. He found that parents showed greater support for the 

use of physical punishment to discipline preschool (ages 3-4) and early school 

age children (ages 7-8), and when a child's misbehavior was disrespectful 

(talking back to a parent) or violated strongly held norms (hitting a playmate, 

stealing). In the same vein, Ruane (1993) reported that tolerance to use 

physical force against children's' misbehaviors was related to a child being 

disrespectful and challenging parental authority. In another attitudinal study, 

Graciano and Namaste (1990) surveyed 679 college students about attitudes 

toward using physical force against children. These authors found that the use of 

spanking, slapping, and hitting to discipline children is accepted in U.S.A. as well 

as in other parts of the world. 

Johnson & Sigler (1995) conducted a study about community attitudes 

regarding definitions of spouse-abusers and child-abusers. Their findings reveal 

that while physical force is always considered as acts of spouse abuse, child 

abuse was defined as abuse only when the physical force was severe. Only 17% 

of the respondents considered the act of hitting a child occasionally with an open 

hand as abusive. Even when the hitting was done with a belt or stick, only 43% 

considered it as abusive. These data show that whereas the use of physical 
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force against the spouse is always seen as abuse, it is not perceived in the same 

way as when it is used against children. 

Gender is another variable affecting the perception of abusiveness. 

Although results are not consistent across studies, some reports show significant 

gender differences. Kean and Dukes (1991) found that respondents were more 

likely to report fathers than to report mothers engaged in identical abusive 

behaviors. Kelder, McNamara, Carlson and Lynn (1991) found similar gender 

effects: females were more likely than males to rate the same behaviors as 

abusive. Nicholas and Bieber (1994) found the same differences between males 

and females in the perception of abusiveness of parental behavior. These 

studies are consistent with Kendall-Tackett and Watson's (1991) results which 

reveal that women considered the same behaviors as being "more abusive" than 

did men. 

Finally, culture also permeates the perception of abusive behavior. In 

Mexico, physical punishment is accepted not only as an appropriate disciplinary 

method, but also as a positive practice producing "good citizens" (Diaz-Guenrero, 

1975; Fry, 1993). This attitude has resulted in laws allowing physical punishment 

as a disciplinary practice (Sonora Criminal Code). 

In summary, violence against children seems to find support in the 

prerogatives of parents in regard to their children. This violence is socially 

accepted and justified as part of parental rights. The limits of these rights are 

defined according to the socio-cultural context, the age and sex of the child, and 
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the sex of the perpetrator. 

Physical Punishment or Physical Abuse of Children 

The ambiguity in the definitions of what constitutes physical punishment 

and physical abuse, and the differing cultural perceptions of what constitutes 

punishment and abuse throughout the world, often makes its difficult to 

distinguish between them. In spite of numerous studies, there is no line between 

pennissibie forms of physical punishment and physical abuse (Whipple & 

Richey, 1997; Straus. 1991). In addition, nobody knows the best model for 

rearing children or models that are culturally and socially appropriate. 

Furthermore, many people confijse physical violence with discipline. Although 

most of the people condemn physical abuse, the majority of them include 

corporal punishment as an appropriate child rearing practice. According to 

Graziano and Namaste (1995), spanking, slapping, and hitting children is used 

worldwide as a disciplinary method. Thus, these forms of physical punishment 

against children - condemned In society for the majority of their members (I.e., 

other adults) - are common fonms of exercising parental authority over children. 

Children around the world are hit by their parents every day (Levison, 1989; 

Grazlano & Namaste, 1995). According to Kakar (1998), parents believe that 

they have the right to hit their children. Then, in the perception of parents, hitting 

becomes a disciplinary action rather than an aggressive episode. 

Whipple and Richey (1997) attempt to differentiate physical abuse and 

physical punishment For them, physical abuse includes the most severe forms 
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of physical punishment against children, whereas physical punishment is any 

permissible form of violence against children derived from the parental role. 

However, physical punishment is considered by some researchers (Straus and 

Gelles, 1990) as "severe violence", because this kind of punitive action, although 

penmissible, produces negative sequelae in children. Moreover, they argue that 

the use of corporal punishment to eliminate undesirable behavior in children 

teaches them that aggression is an appropriate method for solving conflicts 

(Straus, 1991), and that using these 'acceptable' forms of punishment (slapping, 

spanking, or hitting) legitimizes the use of violence (Straus, 1994). 

Whv Parents Use Phvsical Violence With Their Children 

The most studied variables linked with the use of physical violence with 

children have been socio-demographic factors, such as inter-marital violence, 

the maltreatment history of parents, and parental drug abuse. Beliefs about the 

positive effects of physical punishment in the discipline of children is also 

mentioned as a pertinent variable (Fry, 1993; Corral-Verdugo, Frias-Armenta, 

Romero & Munoz, 1995). These parental beliefs sometimes result in violent 

episodes against children, especially when these beliefs combine with 

community sentiment implying that parents have the right or obligation to use 

physical punishment to control their children's behavior. 

Reid (1985), finding that disciplinary confrontations between parents and 

children was the most frequent cause precipitating violence against children, 

proposed a model indicating two principal factors promoting violence against 
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children: the number of disciplinary confirontations and the ability of parents to 

terminate these confirontations. Reid (1985) assumes that other variables, such 

as characteristics of the parent or child, a stressed family, and social or financial 

factors, will increase the probability of disciplinary confrontations or will decrease 

the ability of parents to resolve them, which in tum will increase the likelihood of 

assaultive behaviors. Frias & McCloskey (1998) found that the lack of parental 

abilities to handle children's behavior was one of the factors that directly 

predicted harsh parenting. Other factors, such as a history of abuse, family 

dysfunction, and socio-economic stress had an indirect effect on maltreatment 

through parental authoritarianism, a factor formed by lack of abilities to handle 

children and beliefs regarding the 'positive' effect of the use of physical 

punishment. 

Consequences of Using Phvsical Violence with Children 

Although some studies suggest that only high intensities of physical 

punishment cause damage to the child (Parke and Slaby, 1983; cited by 

Herzberger, 1996), others suggest that the use of physical punishment to 

eliminate children's undesirable behavior may actually increase the likelihood of 

their engaging in antisocial conduct and delinquent behaviors (Widom, 1990), 

and result in diverse social, physical or psychological problems (Styron & JanofF-

Bulman, 1997; Cerezo-Jimenez & Frias, 1994). Even though this type of 

punishment Is well-intentioned and used to correct or discipline children 

misbehaviors, Straus (1994) argues that its long term effect Is to "increase the 
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chances of worse behavior and other problems including impaired learning and 

delinquency, depression, child abuse, wifebeating, and other crimes" (p.4). Other 

sequelae to the use of physical punishment is that parents teach their children to 

react violently to conflicts and fail to teach more pacific conflict-resolution 

strategies (Herzberger, 1996). Let us consider in greater detail these and other 

consequences of using physical violence against children. 

Death. The worst consequence of physical violence against children is 

death. Data show that thousands of children die as a result of this victimization, 

and most fatalities occur under age 5 (National Research Council, 1993). 

However, it is difficult to estimate exactly the number of deaths caused by 

violence against children because many deaths are misclassified as accidental. 

But according to the U.S. Advisory Board on Child Abuse and Neglect (1995), 

five children in the U.S.A. die every day as a result of child abuse. Other studies 

carried out estimate that 1200 to 1500 children are killed by their parents each 

year (Lung & Daro, 1996; Sedlak & Broadhurst, 1996). 

In other countries, for example in Mexico, it is more difficult to determine 

the number of mortalities caused by such violence because there are no national 

data on such incidents. However, there are some data that illustrate the problem. 

For instance, in Mexico City, 350 cases of death caused by child abuse were 

found in only one hospital in 1977 (Alvarez, 1995). Other studies indicate that 

4553 children, under age of 4, died due to homicide between 1979-1990, and 

35% of these child homicides suffered frequent acts of child abuse. Although the 
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later is a national study of child homicide, it represents only the reported cases, 

which means that the actual incidence is likely higher. 

Physical iniuries. The immediate consequence of physical violence 

against children is organic injury, ranging from bruises to disfigurements and 

disabilities. The most common of these injuries are bruises, multiple fractures 

and head injuries. Injuries are generally caused by beatings with fists or other 

kind of objects, but they also can occur firom bums, strangulation, suffocation, 

electric shock, violent throwing, bites, stabs, and gun injuries (Marcovich, 1978). 

Head injuries are the most dangerous and are caused by various actions, such 

as a blow on the head by an object, pushing the head with a fist, throwing the 

child against a hard surface, or gasping the child and vigorously shaking him/her 

back and forth. The bums include scalds with hot water, and contact with hot 

objects such as irons, cigarettes or heaters. Fractures results firom kicking, 

shaking, or squeezing (Kakar, 1998). 

In 1978 Marcovich reported bums in 33% of minors served in the 

Children's Hospital of Mexico City. He also found beatings with a belt or other 

object in 27% of the cases, and the rest presented a variety of injuries such as 

intoxication with herbs or barbiturates. Additionally, he mentioned injuries caused 

by chains, hitches and kneeling down on sharp objects. 
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Short term psychological consequences of physical violence. The most 

common short-term psychological effects of using physical violence with children 

are; 

• perceptual-motor deficiencies (Koiko, Moser & Weldy, 1990), 

• lower scores on measures of general intellectual functioning, 

• academic under-achievement (Hansen, Conaway & 

Christopher, 1990; Gelles & Straus, 1990; Eckenrode, Laird & 

Doris; 1003), 

• negative social behavior such as aggression against adults and 

peers (Alessandri, 1991), and 

• psychological problems such as hopeless, depression and low 

self-esteem (Famularo, Fenton, Kinscherif, Ayoub, & Bamum, 

1994). 

Long term psychological consequences of physical violence. The long-

term psychological consequences of using physical violence with children are the 

victims being at increased risk of: 

• abusing their children and of being violent with other adults 

(Briere & Runtz, 1990; Pollock et al., 1990; Mowing, Wodarski, 

Kurtz, Gaudin, & Herbst, 1990); 

• experiencing mental health problems (Fergusson & Lynskey, 

1997) including experiencing psychopathology, such as 

posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, and substance abuse 
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(Catlin, Kemper. Ward, Sowell, Gustafson, & Stevens, 1994; 

Koiko, 1992; Holmes & Robins, 1988); 

• passing on impaired parenting behaviors to their children 

(Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Chyi-ln, 1991); and 

• experiencing an impoverished quality of life and an 

impoverished sense well-being in general (Bell & Balick, 1998). 

Several of these psychological consequences warrant highlighting. 

Aggressive and violent behavior 

Several studies (Widom,1989a; Malinosky-Rummell & Hansen, 1993) 

indicate that adults who have been victims of physical violence in their childhood 

show later aggressive behavior. This behavior can be manifested in several 

forms, including adolescent violence, and adult violence toward non-familiar 

persons, children, dating partners and spouses (Malinosky-Rummell & Hansen, 

1993). Widom (1989a), in a critical review of the literature, found that there is 

limited evidence of a relationship between violence against children and the 

intergenerational transmission of such violence or delinquency. Although she 

argues that other variables called "protective factors" can act as mitigators, she 

reported that victims of physical violence have the double the number of arrests 

than the control group, and that children who suffered such violence were more 

prompt to manifest violent behavior with family and non-family members. In 

another study, Rivera and Widom (1990) examined the relationship between 

childhood victimization and violent offending, revealing that childhood 
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victimizations increased the risk of violent offending throughout a person's life 

span. Similarly, in a recent study Widom (1994) found that childhood 

victimization was a significant predictor of antisocial personality disorders. 

According to Straus (1991), the more physical violence a child experienced, the 

more physical aggression that person would exhibit as an adult outside of the 

family. He also found that children who are subjected to ordinary physical 

punishment by their parents are at increased risk for engaging in "street crime". 

Alcohol and drug abuse 

A number of studies have focused on the relationship between eariy 

victimization and later alcohol and drug abuse (Ireland & Widom, 1994; Oembo, 

1990). According to Ireland & Widom (1994), a direct relationship between 

children experiencing physical violence and adolescent violence or adult 

alcohol/drug abuse has been not consistentiy found. Nevertheless, some 

evidence exists to support such a link. Downs, Miller, & Testa's (1991) findings 

provide support for a relationship between experiencing eariy physical violence 

and later substance abuse in females. Brown and Anderson (1991) discovered 

that physically abused inpatients had higher rates of alcohol use disorders 

compared with a non-abused sample. One explanation for why child victims 

might later abuse alcohol or drugs is that substance abuse may function as a 

strategy to alleviate the adverse environment, and reduce the sentiments of 

isolation, loneliness, or other tendencies toward self-destructive behavior 

(Downs, 1991). 
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Cycle of violence 

Several studies indicate that victims of childhood violence are more likely 

to be violent with their children (Simons, et al., 1991: Straus, 1994). Simons et al. 

(1991) investigated the paths of transmission of family violence finding that harsh 

parenting was adopted directly by the next generation. Buntain-Rickless, 

Kemper, Bell, and Babonis (1994) studied the incidence of physical punishment 

of children in the U.S.A. and adult approval of such punishment. They found that 

adult acceptance was predicted by whether they experienced punishment during 

childhood. That is, physical punishment was more accepted by adults who 

received more punishment as children. This finding is supported by Kelder, 

McNamara, Carison, & Lynn (1991) who report that college students who were 

more severely punished in their formative years were more likely to believe that 

physical punishment of children is appropriate. These authors conclude that 

being subjected to physical punishment teaches children that it is an appropriate 

child rearing practice, and that when these children become parents they are 

highly likely to use punitive behavior with their children. 

Widom (1989b), however, argues that the empirical evidence about the 

relationship of experiencing violence as a child and subsequent use of such 

behaviors as an adult-parent is limited. Even so, she recognizes that some 

studies support the transmission of this abusive pattem, particulariy when the 

parental history of abuse was severe. In a review of the literature, Widom found 

that 70% of mothers with a history of experiencing severe violence employed 
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such child-rearing tactics. 

Fry (1993), in a study of the intergenerational transmission of violence In 

two Zapotecan communities (in Mexico), found that in more aggressive 

communities parents used more physically punishing tactics with their children, 

whereas In most peaceful villages parents used less physical punishment. 

Describing his finding in terms of the intergenerational transmission of violence, 

as manifested through the transfer of conflict-resolution styles, this author 

concluded that specific child rearing attitudes and practices were transmitted 

from parents to children. 

Burgess, Hartman, and McCormack (1987), after their review of the 

literature, concluded that the rate of using violence as a child rearing tactic 

among individuals who experienced childhood violence is approximately 30%, 

which is six times higher than in the general population (5%). Although this 

percent is far below the 70 percent reported by Widom (1989b), it still indicates 

that a history of experiencing childhood violence is an important risk factor in the 

etiology of further maltreatment of children. However, they recognize that most 

maltreated children do not become abusive parents, thereby concluding that 

many protective factors affect the likelihood of the intergenerational transmission 

of violence (Burgess, Hartman, and McCormack, 1989). 

Depression 

A numbor of studies reveal that there is a relationship between 

experiencing childhood violence and depression. Styron & Janoff-Bulman (1997) 
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found that victims of such violence were more depressed and reported less 

secure childhood and adult relationships. Silvemrian, Reinherz, and Gianconda 

(1996) examined the relationship between experiencing childhood violence and 

psychological functioning in a longitudinal study, using the Diagnostic and 

Statisti'cal Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-III-R) criteria. They found that 

approximately 80% of these people met the DSM-III-R criteria of at least one 

psychiatric disorder at the age of 21. Cerezo-Jimenez & Frias (1994) found that 

such victims showed greater feelings of sadness, lower self-esteem and lower 

self-worth during adulthood. Another study found that the proportion of victims 

who experienced adult depression was highest in those who define themselves 

as abused (Cariin, Kemper, Ward, & Sowel, 1994). In addition, Malinosky- . 

Rummell and Hansen (1993) on the basis of literature research, found that child 

victims displayed significantiy more emotional problems, including anxiety and 

depression during adulthood. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CHILDREARING PRACTICES AND CHILD ABUSE IN MEXICO 

Thus, child mattreatment is a serious problem in the U.S.A., but it is no 

less serious in Mexico where it afTects large numbers of children. For example, in 

1977, 686 cases of child victimization were detected in the Children's Hospital of 

Mexico City and more than half of them died (Alvarez, 1995). Most injuries were 

bums or the result of being battered with a stick or belt. Other institutions also 

have reported having provided services to minor-victims of violence. The 

Attention Center to Family Violence (CAVI), for example, reported that it aided 

403 maltreated children in Mexico D.F during 1992 (Alvarez, 1995). Similariy, 

2146 cases were reported in the same year to the Children-Specialized Fiscal 

Agency in Mexico City. 

Some national Information is provided from the recompilation of the 

reported cases to the Minor Protection Agency (MPA) throughout the Mexican 

Republic. Yet, this information is suspect because there are differences among 

the definitions of what constitutes abuse in each Mexican state. Each state has 

its own laws and policies regarding child abuse, and what is reportable and 

actionable varies from state to state. For example, physical abuse in Mexico D.F. 

is defined as "any harm caused intentionally to the child" (D.F. Criminal Code, 

1993). In the State of Sonora Mexico, this harm would have to result in severe 

injuries in order to be considered abuse (Sonoran Criminal Code, 1994). Despite 
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these definitional problems, the data are instructive. According to The MPA, a 

total of 29,192 cases were reported throughout Mexico in 1991 (Covac-UNICEF, 

1994). Most of these cases (approximately 13,000 of them) occurred in the 

Federal District. These data may vastly under-estimate the extent of the 

problem. Marcovich (1978) estimated that during the 1970s, 11 million children 

were injured by their parents each year. Osorio and Nieto (1983) estimated that 

6 million children are subjected to physical violence by their parents every year. 

Although these data cannot provide guidance about the precise frequency 

of abuse, they paint a very clear picture that child abuse is a serious problem in 

Mexico. For instance, in a retrospective study in Mexico of the incidence and 

causes of child-homicide, it was found that 4533 children under age of 4 were 

murdered between 1979 and 1990 (Hijar-Medina, Tapia-Yanez, and Rascon-

Pacheco,1994). The results of this study indicated that homicide occurred more 

frequently in children under age of 1, and 35% of the total number of homicides 

involved frequent acts of child abuse. The most frequent cause of homicide for 

children under age of 1 was suffocation or strangling; for children between 1 and 

2 years old, it was submersion; and for 3 to 4 year old children, it was fatal 

gunshot wounds. 

Data from the Mexican states is equally troubling. Although Sonora 

appears as one of the states with the lowest rate of reported cases (less than 

1,000 cases in one year), as noted eariier, in Sonora, physical abuse is 

recognized only when the injuries are severe. During an interview, the Procurator 
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(Director) of the MPA in Sonora indicated that in the state's capital city of 

Hemnosillo 254 cases were reported in 1992, 99 in 1993, 167 in 1994, and 591 in 

1995. In 1996, 710 cases were reported. Of these cases, 50% involved physical 

abuse, 30% emotional abuse, 15% negligence, and 5% sexual abuse. Similarly, 

another study indicated that in 1997, 148 cases were reported to the MPA in 

State of Sinaloa (the state to the south of Sonora), and one third (55) of these 

cases involved severe injuries that resulted in criminal prosecution (Debate, 

1998). 

In a recent independent study of the Incidence of physical abuse in 

Sonora, 105 mothers were interviewed (59 reported abusers, and 46 in the 

control group). Although an admittedly small sample, the results were poignant. 

A large proportion of the control group or community sample mothers used 

physical punishment regulariy. The results showed that 74% of the community 

sample spanked their children, 80% insulted them, 30% pushed or grabbed 

them, 20% threw the child out of the room/house, and 2% burned or scalded 

them. On the other hand, of the reported mothers group, 100 percent spanked, 

slapped or insulted their children, 68% pushed or grabbed them, 70% threw 

them out of their room/house, 14% bumed or scalded them, and 15% kicked, bit 

or hit them (Frias & McCloskey, 1998). Taking the last 2 items as the most 

severe, it appears that about 10-20% of community mothers were abusive by 

legal standards in Sonora Mexico and the majority used regular physical 

punishment. Therefore, this study indicates that probably most cases are not 
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reported. Thus, we have to take cautiously the data presented by the MPA and 

its Director. It is very likely that the incidence of child maltreatment is significantly 

higher than that reported to the Agencies. Furthermore, during the last 5 years, 

10 children have died of physical abuse in Sonora (MPA, Files). 

In a retrospective study conducted in Veracruz, a mid-eastem state of the 

Mexican Republic that borders the Gulf of Mexico (Felix & Melendez, 1997), 97% 

of the interviewed subjects reported having been hit in their childhood, and half 

of them were beaten every day. Ninety percent of these parents also reported 

that they beat their children, and similarly almost half of them reported having 

beat their children every day. This study also indicates that of the reported cases 

to the Child Protection Agency in this state, 53% cases were due to physical 

abuse, 42% to emotional abuse, and 4.3% to sexual abuse (Felix & Melendez, 

1997). And in a longitudinal study about child abuse in the city of Tlaxcala, in 

TIaxcala Mexico, a central state in Mexico, data were gathered about 

hospitalized children with injuries, poisoning, and 2"'̂  and 3"* grades of 

malnutrition (Herrada-Huidobro, Nazar-Beutelspacher, Cassaball-Nunez, Vega-

Ramos, Nava-Cruz, 1992). It was found that 33 cases out of a total of 181 of 

these patients were abused, and 62% of these cases were victims of physical 

abuse. 

Moreover, even though there has not been systematic data collected 

across Mexico or within the Mexican states, what information there is suggests 

that child abuse is a significant problem in this country. 
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Parental Rights and Obligations. Children's Rights, and Child Abuse 

In Mexico, the family is the essential core of society. Family is so 

important for the State that the law regulates family relationships (Chavez-

Ascencio, 1984). This law confers rights upon parents, as well as upon their 

children, but the extent of these rights have been not clearly established. 

Children's rights may limit the exercise of parental authority. Conversely, 

children's rights can also be limited by parents' legal prerogatives. Although 

minors, as well as adults, are protected by the Mexican Constitution, and both 

possess constitutional rights, the law does not cleariy define when children's 

rights may override the rights of parents. 

The Mexican Constitution establishes that children have the right to have 

their physical and mental necessities satisfied, and parents are obligated to 

protect their children from any harm. In addition, parents or guardians have the 

obligation of nourishing, educating, and correcting their wards (Articles 308, 422, 

and 423 of Mexican Civil Code, and Articles 473, 589, and 590 of Civil Code of 

the Sonora State), and children have the rights to obtain education and 

nourishment. 

On the other hand, the law recognizes parental autonomy as a 

fundamental right. Parents or guardians have the right of directing their children's 

upbringing and education. Although the Mexican Civil Code eliminated the 

parents' right to use 'moderate' punishment to correct their children, the Sonora 

State Civil Code preserves this parental 'correctional right'. This right of parents 
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to use moderate punishment to discipline their children, unfortunately, could 

result in abusive behaviors against children. And with the existing laws in the 

Sonora State, it is difficult to determine when parents exceed their rights in using 

physical punishment, which makes the detection of child abuse cases very 

difficult and prevents the state from intervening except in severe cases of 

maltreatment 

The problem Is mutli-fold. First, although the Civil Code does not define 

what kind of punishment can be considered as 'moderate', by analyzing the 

Article 248 of the Criminal Code we can Infer that moderate punishment could be 

any kind of disciplinary method. Including those that result in Injuries that heal 

within 15 days. This definition allows substantial physical punishment as long as 

the physical sequelae disappear within 15 days. Second, neither the Mexican 

Civil and the Criminal Codes explicitly use the term "child abuse". Sonora State 

Law 74, which created the Minor Guardian Council, Is the only one specifying 

penalties to abusive parents (Article 86). This code establishes that parents will 

receive an admonition or fine from three to one hundred times the effective 

minimal salary (about $4.50 per day) If they physically or mentally maltreat their 

children exceeding their 'correctional right*. However, It does not define physical 

or mental maltreatment, nor does It specify when parents exceed their 

'correctional right'. Third, the Sonoran Criminal Code prohibits a penalty for 

parents who injure their children In the exercise of their 'correctional right*. 

Although It is reasonable to protect parents from a penalty for doing what the law 
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allows, the vagary of this law can protect parents while they abuse their children. 

Fourth, although Law 74 represents an advance because it specifies penalties 

for child abuse, this phrase is not defined, nor is the relationship between Law 74 

and the Criminal Code specified. Law 74 is also vague in defining administrative, 

rehabilitative and legal procedures related to child abuse. For example. Law 74 

does not specify the process to follow when a child abuse episode is reported. 

Fifth and finally, although Article 611 of the Sonora Civil Code establishes that 

child abuse and neglect can trigger the termination of a guardianship, among 

other penalties, it still does not provide the infonnation missing from Law 74. 

Some modifications have been made in the Mexican Civil and Criminal 

Federal Codes in the last year. For instance, the Federal Criminal Code 

(modified in March, 1998), now defines "family violence crime" to includes ail 

forms of violence among family members (Criminal and Civil Federal Codes, 

1998). These provisions consider family violence as the repeated use of 

physical force, or severe omissions by one family member against another, that 

are directed at the physical or psychological Integrity of the victim. The 

perpetrator's actions do not have to produce injuries for the law to be effective 

(Federal Criminal Code, 1998). This law covers violence by parents or children 

against parents, children, grand parents, sisters, uncles, etc. All that is required 

for the law to be applicable is for the two people (perpetrator and victim) to live in 

the same house and be relatives. Although this code revision represents a 

conceptual advance in Mexican legislation, it still poses significant problems for 
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prosecutors. Exactly what behaviors are required for child abuse, elder abuse, 

or spousal abuse to be prosecuted? Because this law does not provide a 

specific definition of each one of these categories it will be very difficult to identify 

violations of the law, and therefore, report and prosecute them. In addition, this 

law requires the repetitive use of physical force without defining what "repetitive" 

means. Does it necessitate two. three or more episodes of abuse? Such 

ambiguity is likely to lead prosecutors to under-prosecute cases because the 

family violence crime act does not require prosecution. Finally, this act is part of 

the federal law and will not be enforced In Sonora until the Sonoran Congress 

considers and approves the modifications. 

Legal Assumptions Reaardino Childrearino 

Table 1 shows the behavioral and social assumptions in the Sonoran law 

related to parent practices and child abuse. The State exercises Its authority to 

regulate family interactions and ensure children's safety on the assumption that 

parents will act in their children's best interests. The law also presumes that all 

parents love their children and that they have the capacity for adequate, non-

abusive parenting (Rossi. 1992). Thus, the law gives parents the right to direct 

children's education and upbringing (Article 590, Mexican Civil Code), and 

recognizes parental autonomy as a fundamental right. These parental rights are 

based on the assumptions that parents will pursue their children's best interests, 

and that parents will provide love, nurturance, and protection for their minor 

children. The second assumption is related to the parental use of physical 
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punishment. Articles 248 of Criminal Code and 590 of Civil Code allow to parents 

to use physical punishment assuming that it is a good method to discipline 

children. The third assumption presumes that parents are able to discriminate 

between physical punishment and physical abuse. But are parents beliefs and 

practices in Sonora Mexico appropriate? Given the existing empirical research, 

we simply do not know. The next chapter. Chapter Four, describes the results of 

three empirical studies that directly addressed this issue. 



44 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE VALIDITY OF THE ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING CHILD REARING 

PRACTICES IN SONORA MEXICO 

METHOD 

Participants 

The total number of mothers being reported and referred to child 

protection agencies in Hermosillo, Sonora Mexico from September 1996 through 

September 1997 were selected as subjects for this study. Hermosillo is a middle-

sized city (population=600,000) in the northwestem region of Mexico. The names 

and addresses of those woman were taken from the reports of Minor Protection 

agency. The reports selected for analysis were those referring physical abuse, 

and confirmed by the agency. One hundred mothers constituted the sample of 

reported mothers for physical abuse, 25% mothers declined to participate in the 

study. Thus, only seventy-five women, out of the total 100 being reported as 

child abusers, agreed to participate in the project. A community sample of 75 

families, matched to the first sample in terms of family income, and age of 

children, was also interviewed. Table 2 shows the demographic characteristics of 

both samples, as well as the statistics testing the equivalence of samples in 

terms of matched characteristics. As it is seen both groups seem to be 

equivalent in such characteristics. Other demographic characteristics 

investigated were women's educational level and marital status, as well as their 

professional status. As Table 3 shows, there were no differences in women's' 
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educational level among reported and control groups; however, their marital 

status was different with more married women (62.5%) found in the control group 

(Vs 32% of reported), and more single mothers among the reported group 

(20.8%). Also, difFerences In the professional levels were obtained, since more 

housewives were found among the control group (83.5%) than among the 

reported group (64.3%), and, regarding the mothers' partner, more technicians 

(see Stevens and Hoisington, 1987) were present In the reported group (21.2%) 

than in the control group (1.5%). 

Instruments 

A survey was administered to the subjects that assessed: 

• punitive behavior of parents against children; 

• parents' history of abuse (included in Straus, 1979); 

• parents' use of alcohol (Reich and Heqanic, 1989); 

• parents' monitoring of children's behavior (Capaldl and Patterson, 1985); 

• parents' disciplinary beliefs (Corral et al., 1995); 

• parents' knowledge of the law regarding children's" and parents' rights and 

duties; 

• parents' perceptions regarding their legal disciplinary rights; 

• mothers' levels of depression and anxiety (Hamilton, 1959,1980,1985) 

• parents' antisocial behavior; and 

• demographic characteristics of the families. 

Demographics. Items recording demographic variables were included in 
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our instrument. These variables were mothers age and marital status, monthly 

family income, and separate income for each partner, partners currents 

occupations, and mothers and fathers education. The Stevens & Hoisington 

(1987) Prestige Scale of American Labor was used in order to obtain indicators 

of father's and mother's occupational statuses. This scale was adapted to the 

Mexican context. A 5-point ordinal scale (0 to 4 points) was developed from 

mayor occupational categories (unemployed, unskilled temporary worker, basic 

skilled, technician, and professional) detected in the Mexican Census Bureau 

with a category for unemployed individuals added. 

Disciplinary beliefs Scale. Parental disciplinary beliefs were also 

measured with a Likert-type scale, where women pointed out their level of 

agreement with six statements conceming punishment as a disciplinary/punitive 

strategy. Responses range from 0 (no agreement) to 4 (total agreement). In a 

previous (Corral-Verdugo, et al., 1995) study were measured the psychometric 

properties of this scale. Its internal consistency was assessed by means of 

Cronbach alpha (.83) and a confirmatory factor analysis revealed an indication of 

construct validity given by high and significant lambda weights between the 

factor studied and its indicator variables. 

Child Punishment Six items from the Straus (1979, 1990) Conflict Tactics 

Scale were administered to all the mothers in our sample. The questions had 

seven response options, indicating frequencies of punitive behavior, where 0 

=never, 1=once, 2=twice, 3=three through five times, 4=six through ten times. 
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5=eleven through twenty times, and 6=over twenty times. Mothers were asked to 

indicate the frequency of maltreatment episodes directed either from them to 

their children in the past six months (Child Punishment). Straus (1990) reported 

a Cronbach's alpha of .62 for his complete parent-to-child conflict scale. Our 

measure differed from Straus in the time span assessed. We asked how often 

the mother had used any of these tactics in the last 6 months whereas Straus 

original scale asked for the last year. This modification was earned out because 

it is believed that the more restricted the time the reports will be more accurate. 

Corral et al. (1995) found an alpha of .72 based only on only seven of the 

original items. 

History of abuse. Six items from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979) 

were administered to the mothers. The fist five items measured the frequency of 

physical abuse episodes received from their parents to her when she was a child 

(History of Abuse). These items measure the frequency of aggression on a 7-

point scale (0=never, 1=once, 2=twice 6=more than 20). 

Parents use of alcohol. Questions derived from the parent version of the 

Diagnostic Inventory for Children and Adolescents (Reich & Herjanic, 1989) were 

used to assess the use of alcohol by parents in our sample. Four items 

measured the frequency of alcohol consumption on a 5-point scale (0=never, 

4=five or six days per week), while two more items measured the amount of 

alcohol ingested by mothers on a 7-point scale (O=nothing, 6=more than six 

beverages). 
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Child monitoring. Four questions from the Parental Monitoring Scale 

((Capaldi & Patterson, 1989) were administered. Questions assessed with a 

Likert-type scale (0=never, 4=always) mothers knowledge about children's 

activrties. this questions indicated how they supervise their children's behavior, 

and how often: they share time with their children, are aware of where their 

children are, and know who their children are with. 

Parents' knowledge of the law. Parents' knowledge of the law was 

assessed by the level of their knowledge about their and their children's rights 

and responsibilities. Ten items were presented to parents and they indicated 

which is a right or a duty of the parent or child. Therefore, minimal knowledge 

was represented by a zero score while maximum knowledge was represented by 

a score of 10. 

Legal parental perceptions. Perceptions of disciplinary legal rights was 

assessed by three items assessing how much parents consider that child 

punishment is part of their legal prerogatives. If they think their punitive actions 

are disciplinary strategies, and if these prerogatives are intended to avoid 

problems for their children. Responses to these items ranged from 0 to 4. 

Depression and anxiety. Depression and anxiety questions required the 

subjects to report the number of times the respondent experienced a given 

feeling in the last two weeks. The questions derived fi-om 

Hamllton(1959,1980,1985) Depression Scale. 

Antisocial behavior. Antisocial behavior was measured as the frequency 
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of antisocial actions the mother engaged in throughout her lifespan. The 

questions were subtracted from the Juvenile Delinquency questionnaire of the 

Juvenile Court of Arizona. 

Procedure 

Women were interviewed by trained clinical psychologists in their 

households. The interviewers explained the contend of the questionnaire and the 

objectives of the research. In all the cases the voluntary nature of the 

participation was emphasized and the Informed consent was obtained, from 

each mother, before the interview (see Appendices 2 and 3). Interviewers also 

explained that the mother's responses during the Interview would be confidential 

and they could refuse to answer any question without any explanation. The 

survey took about 45 minutes. 

Data Analvsis 

Univariate analysis for measures used in the study were obtained. These 

included frequency analyses for discrete measures and means and standard 

deviations for continuous variables. Frequency analysis were conducted on 

categorical demographic variables, such as educational level, marital status, and 

professional level of respondents as well as on variables indicating knowledge of 

children's' rights and obligations, perception of legal rights concerning children 

discipline, perceived consequences of non-punishing children, and definitions of 

disciplinary punishment. The reported and the control group were contrasted, 

regarding these variables, using a chi-squared test. Also, contrasts between 
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control and reported groups were done on selected variables by nneans of F 

tests. 

Continuous demographic variables were compared, including age. 

income, father's income, mother's income, family size, number of children living 

at home, and age of the target child. Indexes of variables included in structural 

models were also contrasted between groups. These variables included 

disciplinary beliefs, child punishment, alcohol consumption, mothers' antisocial 

behavior, levels of depression/anxiety, history of abuse, child monitoring, 

perception of legal rights, and knowledge of the law. 

In addition, three structural models testing legal assumptions regarding 

childrearing practices were specified. Each model contained observed and latent 

variables. Coherent factors related to the studied behavioral aspects should 

emerge from the between-items interrelations deemed to indicate each latent 

variable. Evidence of convergent constructs were expected to appear as salient 

and significant factor loadings between each factor and its corresponding 

observed indicators. Values of covariances lower than those of these factor 

loadings were taken as indicative of discriminant construct validity, while 

structural causal coefficients were expected to indicate concurrent validity. In 

addition. Cronbach's alphas were obtained for each factor, as indicators of 

reliability (intemal consistency). 

Specification of the Structural Models 

The first structural model, assessing the assumption establishing that 
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parents always act in the best interest of their children, consisted of five latent 

factors: parents' knowledge of the law regarding children's' and parents' rights 

and obligations, parental disciplinary beliefs, parental monitoring of their children, 

parents' perception of their legal rights and child punishment. Each factor was 

constructed from the interrelations b'Stween at least three observed variables 

extracted from the survey. In this model, the knowledge of the law negatively 

affects the disciplinary beliefs (the more legal knowledge, the less belief in 

punitive childrearing), which negatively influences parent's monitoring of their 

children (the more discipline, the less monitoring) and positively affects the 

perception of their legal rights (the more having punitive beliefs, the more having 

a perception of a punitive/disciplinary right). Child punishment, in turn, would be 

affected negatively by monitoring (the more monitoring, the less punishment), 

and influenced positively by the perception of legal rights (the more people 

believe in having legal punitive rights, the more they use punishment on their 

children). A distinction between legal knowledge and legal perception exists 

because the former refers to a dispositional variable that is based on people's 

contact with legal precepts, while the latter has to do with beliefs individuals have 

regarding their rights; such beliefs are not necessarily obtained from their 

knowledge of the law. 

The second model tests the assumption that parental use of physical 

punishment is not harmful for children. In this model, long term-effects of 

mothers' receiving punishment from their parents was considered as an 
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exogenous latent variable directly affecting two other factors: mothers' antisocial 

behavior, and their levels of depression/anxiety. This latent variable, in turn, 

influences harsh parenting and mothers' consumption of alcohol. Therefore, the 

history of abuse Is modeled as having, direct and indirect long-term influences on 

people's behavior. 

The third model is a test of the assumption that parents are able to 

distinguish the limits between "disciplinary" and "severe" punishment". Three 

observed variables (slaps/spanks her child, insults her child, and pushes/grabs 

the child), supposedly referring moderate punitive behavior, constituted the factor 

"corrective punishmenf. and three variables (bums/scald her child, 

kicks/beats/hits the child), which are manifestations of "severe punishment", 

were the indicators of the second factor. A covariance between these two latent 

variables was specified in the model. If the value of this covariance was lower 

than the factor loadings between each latent variable and their respective 

Indicators, this would Indicate factorial divergence, and thus, that parents 

discriminate between moderate and severe punishment. Otherwise, results 

would indicate that parents are unable to distinguish between these two forms of 

punitive behavior. 
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RESULTS 

Univariate Statistics and Reliabilitv Analysis 

The times mothers punish their children, and the type of punishment they 

use are shown in Table 4. The most frequent forms of punitive behaviors 

consisted of insults, where more than 32.8% of reported mothers and 21 % of 

women In the control group admitted using this type of punishment more than 20 

times during the past 6 months. It was followed by spanking/slapping the child, 

with 15% of reported women and 11% of control mothers reporting its use more 

than 20 times In the same period, and pushing/grabbing their children (2.74% 

and 0%, respectively). In these manifestations of maltreatment, significant 

differences (p<.05) between groups were found. The least admitted forms of 

punishment were kicking/biting and buming/scalding their children. 

Table 5 shows the percentages of affirmative responses of mothers to the 

question: "^hat does the law allow parents to do when their children do not 

obey?" Most parents (61.6% reported mothers, and 52% control mothers) 

responded that disciplinary actions are allowed, but they should exclude any 

type of action resulting in physical injuries in children. 24.6% of women in the 

reported group, and 8.2% of mothers in the control group pointed out that yelling, 

making insulting comments, slapping or spanking, are permissible disciplinary 

actions, but they should avoid injuries. This was the only option in which a 

significant difference between groups was obtained. A small percent of 

respondents (1.4%) in both groups believed that Law allows them engaging in 



54 

disciplinary actions resulting in injuries that heal in less than fifteen days, while 

nobody in either group believed that actions causing injuries that heal in more 

than fifteen days were permissible by the law as disciplinary behaviors. 

Regarding obligations of children at home, 45% of mothers in the reported 

group and 47.8% of women in the control group stated that children should obey 

their parents. The second most important obligation was "to help in family 

chores" (26.7% and 38%, respectively), while lower agreement were found with 

"other obligations" (11.2% and 22.4%) and "to help parents and be loving 

children" (11.3% and 9.0%). No significant differences between groups were 

found in these responses (see Table 6). 

In Table 7, the percentage of affirmative responses of mothers to the 

question; "What do you understand by 'correctional right'?" are exhibited. The 

most frequent response was "A right for correcting children" (50.7% of reported 

mothers Vs 43.% of control mothers), followed by "Something to avoid children's 

developing misbehavior" (9.6 % and 8.2%), "A right to discipline children" (9.6% 

and 6.9%), and "The right for scolding children" (11.0% Vs 2.7%, significant 

difference). The least frequent responses were ""A parental obligation, rather 

than a righf (0% and 4.11%). 

The percentages of mothers responding affirmatively to the question: 

"What do your understand by 'Children Rights'?" are included in Table 8. Most 

frequent definitions conceived this right as economic sustenance (38.3% and 

33%, respectively), recreational activities (28.7% and 24.7%), and receiving love 
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and respect (17.8% and 16.4%). Less frequent responses were "learning values" 

(0% and 4.1%) and "the right to be corrected" (0% and 5.5%). 

Table 9 exhibits means of responses to the question; "What kind of 

punishment do you think is disciplinary?" Since this question was responded with 

a 0-4 scale, the highest levels of agreement were for "Spanking" (1.76 and 1.96, 

respectively), "Throwing the child out of room or house" (0.52, and 0.16), and 

"slapping" (0.44, and 0.22). Least preferred responses were "Buming/scalding" 

(0.14, and 0.04) and "Threatening with a knife or weapon" (0.14, and 0.01). 

In Table 10, the negative consequences mothers associated with not 

punishing children are shown, as percentages of affirmative responses. "Child 

may disobey their parents" produced a 31.5% of agreement in the reported 

group, versus 22.2% in the control group, and "Child may become an offender" 

resulted in 28.7% and 16.6% of affirmative responses, respectively. Least 

frequent responses were "Child may get bad grades at school" (2.7% and 1.4%), 

and "Child may become independent" (2.7%, and 1.4%). No significant 

differences were found between groups. 

Table 11 presents the contrast between control and reported groups, 

regarding variables included in the structural models. Both groups did not differ 

significantly (p<.05) in any of the contrasted variables, with the exception of child 

punishment which was higher in the reported group (mean of 1.66) than in the 

control group (mean of 1.16). In order to obtain a more stringent standard of 

significance, avoiding capitalization on chance, the Bonferroni procedure was 
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conducted and no difference between groups resulted significant in any 

comparison, except child punishment. The two groups differed just in the amount 

of violence inferred to their children. 

In tum. Table 12 Shows means and reliabilities of scales used in the study 

to specify the structural models assessing legal assumptions. Most scales 

produced high values of Cronbach's alpha (>.60), indicating internal consistency. 

Two exceptions were the scales "perceptions of legal rights" and "knowledge of 

the law", which resulted in alphas of .51. 

Means of disciplinary beliefs ranked from 2.28 ("Stricter the parents, the 

better the children") to 1.33 ("punishment is a good disciplinary strategy"). This 

scale produced an overall mean of 1.57, being 5.0 the maximum possible 

response. Child punishment produced means as high as 3.27 ("Insulted/swore at 

him") and as low as 0.07 ("Bumed or scalded the child"), with a scale mean of 

1.40 (maximum possible=6) . Knowledge of the law, which had a maximum 

possible response of 10, produced a mean of 0.82; perception of legal rights, 

maximum possible response=4, exhibited a mean of 0.39; History of abuse had 

a mean of 1.14 (max=6); the depression/anxiety scale resulted in a mean of 2.07 

episodes of depression/anxiety within the last two weeks; while mothers reported 

a mean of .23 episodes of antisocial behavior throughout her lifespan and a 

mean of .46 (maximum possible 6) of alcohol consumption. 
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Structural Equations Models 

Figure 1 shows results of the model assessing legal assumption number 

1. which sees parents as acting in the best interest of their children. Ail of the 

factor loadings within measurement models in this figure are high and significant 

(p<.05), while values of structural coefficients were lower than those of the 

lambda weights. Knowledge of the law influenced negatively the levels of 

disciplinary beliefs, and these beliefs affected positively the perception of legal 

rights conceming disciplinary prerogatives, and influenced negatively mothers' 

monitoring of their children. In tum, perception of legal rights impacted positively 

child punishment, while monitoring inhibited such punitive behavior. All structural 

coefficients were significant (p<.05). Goodness of fit Indicators for this model 

reveal a chi-squared value of 196.6 (185 d.f.), p=.26, and BBNFI=.97 and 

CFI=.98. 

Results of testing assumption 2, the Innocuous effect of child punishment, 

are presented in figure 2. In this model high and significant lambda weights were 

also obtained in all measurement models, together with lower, yet significant, 

values for structural coefficients. "Abused as a child" (history of abuse) 

influenced saliently and positively both antisocial behavior and the levels of 

depression/anxiety. In tum, this mood affected, also positively, child punishment 

and alcohol consumption. Therefore, history of abuse had direct and indirect 

effects on the four novice factors. Goodness of fit indicators consist of a chi-

squared value of 154.16 (133 d.f.), p=.10, and values of BNNFI=.96 and 
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CFI=.97. 

Figure 3 exhibits results of testing assumption 3: parents' discrimination of 

moderate and severe child punishment. This is a confirmatory factor analysis of 

the two supposedly different child maltreatment manifestations. Factor loadings 

are, in both measurement models, high and significant (p<.05). However, the 

value of the covariance between factors is higher than the lambda weights for 

either factor, which indicate lack of discrimination. The chi-square for this model 

was 5.88 (4 d.f.), while values for the practical indexes were: BNFFI=.84 and 

CFI=.93. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE VALIDITY OF THE ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING FAMILY LAW IN 

SONORA MEXICO 

The use of behavioral and social scientific techniques to evaluate the 

validity of the behavioral and social assumptions underlying legal precepts 

should provide opportunities for legislators to create fairer laws. Using this 

perspective, three behavioral and social assumptions in Mexican law were 

identified and tested: 1) parents always act in the best interest of children, 2) 

corrective or disciplinary punishment is an appropriate childrearing practice, and 

3) parents can distinguish between disciplinary physical punishment and physical 

abuse. 

Results of this study did not support any of the assumptions related to the 

relevant civil and criminal codes regulating family relations in Sonora, Mexico. 

The specified and tested models revealed that parents perceptions of their legal 

rights are not necessarily manifested as behaviors pursuing the best interest of 

their children. In addition, negative sequelae of parental punishment towards 

children were found, as well as a lack of parents' discrimination between 

moderate punishment and severe maltreatment. 

The law presumes that allowing parents to have the right to discipline their 

children is the best way to pursue the children's wellbeing. It Is assumed that 

parents will have the capacity and commitment to act in the best interest of their 

child. The Sonoran law allows parents to use physical punishment with their 



60 

children, expecting that they will never abuse this right. Nevertheless, data from 

the first structural model tested in this study showed that parents who are aware 

of this parental privilege used more coercive tactics with their children. This 

seems to demonstrate that parents do not always use their prerogatives in the 

best interest of their children. Furthermore, parents justify their actions as an 

'obligation' to discipline their children. These data revealed that the perception of 

parents' correctional right was the most important factor explaining their abusive 

behavior. 

In this first structural model, some factors had inhibitory effects on child 

punishment. Monitoring negatively affected violence against children. Parents 

who possess the ability to supervise their children were less likely to be violent 

with them. In this regard, monitoring is opposed to perceptions of the legal right 

to punitively discipline one's children. A similar effect was found for parents' 

knowledge of the law, which negatively affected their beliefs about the 'positive' 

effects of physical punishment. It is possible that parental beliefs reflected the 

societal norms, in the sense that they perceive physical punishment as a good 

method to eliminate undesirable behavior. However, if parents recognize that 

their children have rights, they will rely less on punitive practices and use 

monitoring of their children and less physical punishment or physical abuse with 

them. 

By giving parents the right to use physical punishment with their children, 

the law assumes that this practice possesses a positive disciplinary value. 
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However, data from the second structural model demonstrated that some of the 

long-term consequences of this disciplinary practice could be pervasive for 

victims and their families. The results showed that some of the direct effects of 

violence are depression/ anxiety signs and antisocial behavior. These results are 

consistent with previous studies (Widom, 1989; Koiko, 1992). Other (indirect) 

effects were substance abuse and the intergenerational transmission of violence. 

Mothers who had been abused were more depressed, which affected their 

alcohol consumption and their being violent with their children. Although the 

direct relationship between alcoholism and child abuse has not been consistently 

found (Ireland and Widom,1994), victims of child abuse consume more alcohol 

(Downs, 1991). 

A history of abuse increases the probability of parental abusive behavior 

toward their children (Simons, 1991). Nevertheless, many victims of abuse do 

not abuse their own children, and a direct relationship between these two 

constructs has not been not found. The ecological model elaborated by Belsky 

(1993) proposes that the intergenerational transmission of child abuse is better 

understood by examining the transmission of risk factors. That is, the 

intergenerational transmission of risk factors operate to increase the 

vulnerability of children and decrease the protective factors which might mitigate 

against parental abuse of their children (Buchanan, 1996). Depression works as 

a risk factor increasing the likelihood of child abuse. Moreover, some studies 

associate mental health problems, including depression, with child abuse 
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(Culbertson & Scheilenbach, 1992). 

Regarding assumption 3, tlie Sonora law assumes that is possible for 

parents to distinguish disciplinary physical punishment from physical abuse. In 

contrast, results firom the third structural model demonstrated that parents were 

not able to distinguish between these two types of punishment The two 

specified factors showed a strong covariance, meaning that there is no 

discrimination among them. These findings are consistent with Whipple & 

Riche/s (1997) results, indicating that physical abuse is at one end of a 

continuum of punitive parental practices which are considered as social and 

legally acceptable. Physical abuse often occurs within the context of an episode 

of physical discipline (Straus, 1991). 

In this study, two groups of mothers were investigated: one included 

women who had been reported as child abusers, and other was a comparison 

group of community mothers, matched to the reported group in term of 

sociodemographic variables. Since most reported mothers were of low-class 

extraction, the control group was also formed by women of poor families. 

Although a maximum effort was made to match the groups, there were more 

single mothers in the reported group than in the comparison group. This could be 

a defining characteristic of abusive mothers: more reported mothers are heads of 

families and its sole source of economic support, which may partially explain why 

they seem to experience significantly more stress than the control group. 

Univariate results also showed that the two groups were different 
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regarding to the levels of violence inflicted on their children. Reported mothers 

presented higher rates of corporal punishment and physical abuse. However, 

both groups reported lower levels of violence compared with an eariy study 

conducted in 1994 (Frias & McCloskey, 1998). Whereas in the former study 

100% of the abusive mothers reported that they spanked their children, in this 

study only 80% reported this behavior. This difference could be caused by the 

death of two maltreated children during the conduct of the present study, and the 

subsequent discussion of these cases in the mass media. This situation, along 

with the discussion in the Mexican Congress of laws intended to punish physical 

abuse of children should have increased the community awareness regarding 

child maltreatment and its consequences. Some of the parents in this study 

already should have known that severe physical punishment of their children was 

no longer permitted by federal law, although the state law still allows its practice. 

Thus, these events and debate probably caused reactivity (Sechrest, 1985) in 

the subjects' responses. 

In addition, more abusive parents, in contrast to comparison group 

mothers, believed that the law allows them to spank their children and reported 

that the meaning of "correctional right" was "to scold their children". Both groups 

reported that children should obey their parents, and that the state should help 

them to discipline their children. These represent authoritarian Mexican 

practices: children should obey their parents and parents should use physical 

punishment to control their behavior. Only a small percentage of parents 
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acknowledged that children have rights, with the most recognized rights being 

the rights to clothing, housing, food, and health care. Similariy, less than 10% of 

parents indicated that love and respect were a fundamental children's right. Only 

5% of parents perceived that children had the right to not be maltreated. Most 

parents remarked that if they do not use physical punishment, their children will 

become delinquent or disobedient. 

In summary, these results demonstrate the important role of the law in the 

instigation of violence against children. This is not surprising given Mexico's 

authoritarian system, where children are not seen as recipients of rights but as 

subjects of obligations. Children have to obey, and parents are urged to correct 

children's transgressions. The law allows parents to use physical punishment to 

"conrect" their children. This parental prerogative is perceived as an obligation 

intended to pursue a child's wellbeing. However, the pursuit of such wellbeing 

can involve the transmission of violence, psychopathology, antisocial and 

addictive behavior. Since parents are unable to distinguish between correction 

and abuse, parents justify their violent actions as an integral part of their 

parenting role. Therefore, the law legitimizes violence against children. 

An equally important conclusion refers to the potential value of the 

empirical validation of the law's assumptions. The results of this study showed 

that community sentiment and scientific knowledge are not necessarily 

equivalent. Whether drawn from the community or from legislators' own beliefs, if 

such sentiment is used as the test of the laws' appropriateness, it is necessary 
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for psychologists to empirically test the existence of these beliefs, determine their 

validity, and ultimately assess the appropriateness of the law's reliance upon 

behavioral and social assumptions derived from these sentiments. Not to do so 

substantially increases the risk that the law will never be just and fair. 
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APPENDIX A 

PARENTS QUESTIONNAIRE 

ID 
DATE INTERVIEWER 

I. GENERAL INFORMATION 
AGE 
MARITAL STATUS: Married ( ) Single ( ) Concubinage ( ) 

Widow ( ) Divorced ( ) 

How many children do you have? 

II. FAMILY INCOME 
Monthly income of your husband (partner) 
Your monthly income 
Other income Source: 

What is your occupation? 
What is your partner's occupation? 
How many years did you study? 
How many years did your partner study? 
What is your professional status? 
What is your partner professional status? 

0=Unemployed 
1=Unskilled worker 
2=skilled worker 
3=Administrative employee or equivalent 
4=Supervisor 
5=Proffesional 

How many persons do currently live at your home? 
Sons and daughters 
Other children Relation? 
Other adult Relation? 
Age of target child? 

III. DISCIPLINARY BELIEFS 
Please, respond to the next commentaries, showing your agreement or disagreement with 

them in a scale from 0 to 4. If you completely disagree with the statement answer AO'; if you 
completely agree, answer A4'. You can answer with intermediate responses. 

0= Disagree strongly 
1 = Disagree slightly 
2= Neither disagree or agree 
3= Agree slightly 
4= Agree strongly 

Punishment is the best alternative to correct children's behavior 
Children who never have been punished won't learn to behave properly 
Law is fair in permitting parents to punish their children 
Very aggressive children should be punished to moderate their behavior 
If punishment worked on nne it should work on my children as well 
The stricter the parents are, the better the children tum out 
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IV. CONFUCT TACTICS SCALE 

Parents and their children use different means of settling their differences. We are going to read 
you a list of things that you could have done when you had a problem with «name of the child 
chosen at random». We would like you to tell us how often you have done each of these things; 

0= never 4= 6-10 times 
1 = one time 5 = 11-20 times 
2 = 2 times 6 = over 20 times 
3 = 3-5 times 

In the past six months: 
Slapped or spanked the child 
Yelled at or insulted the child. 
Thrown the child out of the room, the house, or the yard 
Pushed or pulled the child 
Burned or scolded the child 
Scratched the child's skin with a sharp object. 
Kicked, beaten, punched, or hit the child 
Threatened the child with a knife or weapon 

ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION 

A = Never X = Declined question 
B = Only on special occasions Y = Doesn't know 
C = Once in a while Z = Error 
D = Almost every weekend / weekday 
E = Every weekend / weekday 
F = Only with meals 
How often does your husband/partner drink alcoholic beverages, 
for example, wine, beer, or liquor, on weekends? 
How often does your husband/partner drink alcoholic beverages, 
for example, wine, beer, or liquor, on weekdays? 
How often do you drink alcoholic beverages, for example, wine. 
beer, or liquor, on weekends? 
How often do you drink alcoholic beverages, for example, wine. 
beer, or liquor, on weekdays? 

How much does your husband/partner drink on each occasion, for example, 
glasses of beer, wine, or liquor? 

A He doesnt drink 
B_ 1 or 2 glasses of wine, 1 or 2 glasses or cans of beer. 1 or 2 mixed drinks 
C_ 3 glasses of wine, 3 glasses or cans of beer, 3 mixed drinks 
D_ 4-6 glasses of wine, 6 glasses or cans of beer. 6 mixed drinks 
E_ Drinks in quantities more than 6 glasses or cans 
X_ Declined question 
Y_ Doesnt know 
Z Error 
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How much do you drink on each occasion, for example, glasses of wine, glasses of beer, wine, or 
liquor? 

A_ She doesnt drink 
B_ 1 or 2 glasses of wine, 1 or 2 glasses or cans of beer, 1 or 2 mixed drinks 
C_ 3 glasses of wine, 3 glasses or cans of beer, 3 mixed drinks 
D_ 4-6 glasses of wine, 6 glasses or cans of beer, 6 mixed drinks 
E_ Drinks in quantities more than 6 glasses or cans 
X_ Declined question 
Y_ Doesnt know 
Z__ Error 

V. DEUNQUENCE/ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR 

A= Never 
B = One or two times 
C= Three to five times 
D = Six to ten times 
E= More than ten times 

X = Declined question 
Y = Doesnt know 
Z= Error 

During you entire lifetime, how often have you... 
Stolen inexpensive items, like a pencil or a piece of fiuit? 
Stolen items of moderate value, like a shirt or a cassette? 
Stolen expensive items, like jewelry or electronics? 
Purposely damaged or destroyed public property? 
Purposely damaged or destroyed private property? 
Us  ̂force to get something from another person? 
Hit someone other than a brother or sister? 
How many times has your husband/partner been arrested or 
investigated by the police? 
How many times have you been arrested or investigated by the police? 

V. DEPRESSION 
A= Never 
B = One or two days 
C= Three to five days 
D = Six to ten days 
E = More than ten days 

X = Declined question 
Y = Doesnt know 
Z= Error 

In the past two weeks, how many days have you felt.. 
Sadness? 
Guilt for things that have happened 
to you in your life? 
That it would be better to die? 
Bad for having failed at something? 
That it was more difficult to do your duties? 
Loss of interest in things that you normally like? 
Trouble concentrating? 
That you were easily startled? 
Suspicious of others? 
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VI. HISTORY OF ABUSE 
Parents and their children use different means of settling their differences. We are going to read 
you a list of things that could have happened when you had a problem with your parents, when 
you were a child. We would like you to tell us how often did one of your parents or step parent 

0 = never 
1 = one time 
2 = 2 times 
3 = 3-5 times 

4=6-10 times 
5 = 11-20 times 
6 = over 20 times 

Insult you. put you down, criticize you? 

Push, grab, shove, slap you or throw something at you? 

Hit you with a fist? 

Hit you with an object? 

Beat you or one of your siblings? 

Mother 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Father 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Mother 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Father 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Mother 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Father 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Mother 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Father 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Mother 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 
Father: 1 2 3 4 5 6 0 

VII. PARENTAL MONITORING 
0=Never X = Declined question 
1 =Rarely Y = Doesnt know 
2=Sometimes Z = Error 
3=Often 
4=Always 

How often do you spent time with your children? 
How often do you know where your children are when they are not in home? 
How often do you know who is with your children when they are not in home? 
How often do your children tell you when they will be at home? 
How often do your children leave a note saying where they are? 
How often do your children talk with you about their daily plans? 

VIII. KNOWLEDGE OF PARENTS RIGHTS 
Please indicate your opinion with each of the following statements. 

We are interested in your opinions. There is no corrects answer for the following statements 
(INTERVIEWER: DO NOT READ THE OPTIONS. JUST CHECK THE RESPONSE) 

1. Do you know what are the parents rights established in the law? (Tell me what they are) 
1 To receive comprehension, respect and love 
2 To see their children 
3 To keep their children's possessions 
4 To take care of their children 
5 To receive govemment support to accomplish duties 
6 ^AII prerogatives over their children 
7 ^k for children custody 
8 ^To do not maltreat children 
9 ^Correction rights 
10 Other 



2. What are the obligations parents have regarding their children? (Tell me what they are) 
1 To provide economic sustenance 
2 To provide recreational activities 
3 To teach them values 
4 ^To give them love and respect 
5 To respect children's rights 
6 To correct misbehavior 
7 Other 

3 . What are the rights your children have? (Tell me what they are) 
1 To receive economic sustenance 
2 To have recreational activities 
3 To leam values 
4 To receive love and respect 
5 To receive respect to their rights 
6 ^The right to be corrected 
7 ^Right to live in an integrated ̂ mily 
8 To do not be maltreated 
9 Respect to their possessions 
10 Other 

4. Do you know what does the law allow to parents do when their children do not obey? 
0 Disicplinary actions, excluding physical punishment or yielding 
1 Yielding, slapping or spanking, but avoiding physical Injuries 
2 Punishment resulting in injuries that heal in less than 15 days 
3 Punishing resulting in injuries that heal in more than 15 days 
4 Other 

5. What are the duties that the law establishes for your children inside the ̂ mily? (Tell me what 
they are) 

1 To help parents and be loving sons 
2 To obey their parents 
3 To help in family chores 
4 Other 

6. What do you understand by "correctional right"? 
1 An acquired authority over children 
2 ^Beneficial actions for children 
3 A parental obligation rather than a right. It implies discipline 
4 ^Something intended to avoid children's developing misbehaviors 
5 ^Parental authority to orient children 
6 ^Parental authority to control children behavior 
7 ^The use of Parents Patriae 
8 The right for correcting children behavior 
9 ^The right for scolding children 
1 0 The right for discipline 
11 Other 
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IX. PERCEPTIONS OF LEGAL RIGHTS 
What kind of punishment do you think is correctional? 

0= Disagree strongly 
1= Disagree slightly 
2= Neither disagree or agree 
3= Agree slightly 
4= Agree strongly 

1 Yelling 
2 ^Spanking 
3 ^Slapping 
4 ^Hitting with a belt 
5 ^Hitting with a stick 
6 Throwing the child out of the room 
7 Kicking 
8 ^Burning 

How often do you use physical punishment witii your children? 
0 ^Never W ^Does not apply 
1 ^Rarely X ^Dismissed question 
2 ^Sometimes Y Does not know 
3 ^Oflen Z Error 
4 Always 

What kind of problems could result to your children if you do not use physical punishment to 
correct them? 

1 The children could become a delinquent 
2 The children could get bad grades in the school 
3 The children could not obey their parents 
4 Other 

How often do you think that physical punishment could cause any problem to your children? 
0 ^Never W Does not apply 
1 Rarely X ^Dismissed question 
2 ^Sometimes Y Does not know 
3 ^Often Z Error 
4 Always 

If the answer is 1-4.What kind of problems? 

What kind of physical punishment could cause problems to your child? 
0= Disagree strongly 
1= Disagree slightly 
2= Neither disagree or agree 
3= Agree slightly 
4= Agree strongly 
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1 ^Yelled 
2 ^Spanked 
3 ^Slapped 
4 Hit with a belt 
5 Hit with a stick 
6 Throw the child out the room 
7 ^Kicked 
8 Burned 
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APPENDIX B 

FAMILY RELATIONS. LAW, AND CHILD ABUSE IN MEXICO 

CONSENT FORM 

I AM ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE THAT I 
AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND OF HOW 
I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT. IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS FORM 
WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND THAT I GIVE MY 
CONSENT. FEDEF5AL REGULATIONS REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED 
CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT 
I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND THE RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION AND 
CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND 
INFORMED MANNER. 

PURPOSE 

I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research 
project. The purpose of this project is: 

(1) Assess the impact of the law on the parental disciplinary practices. 

(2) Investigate the validity of the law assumptions related to family relations. 

SELECTION CRITERIA 

I am being invited to participate because some parents have been reported to 
Child Protection Agency and others have been matched to this sample. 
Approximately 150 subjects will be enrolled in this study. 

PROCEDURE 

If I agree to participate. I will be asked to consent to answer a questionnaire 
in my home. The questions will be related to my knowledge about disciplinary 
practices with children, my knowledge about the Minor Council Agency, and 
descriptions of family relations and child behavior. 
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RISKS 

It was told to me that there are no risks resulting from participating in this 
project, although perhaps some questions could cause some discomfort to me. I 
am conscious of such possible result, and know that I can decline answering any 
question that could disturb me. 

BENEFITS 

IVe been told that my answers will help in understanding the impact of the law 
in the promotion of violence against children and that the results could aid in 
promoting substantive changes in the laws related to children's protection. 

CONFIDENCIALITY. 

My answers to the questionnaire will be anonymous. Any person would not be 
able to see the answers except for the principal Investigator. The signed consent 
forms will be filed in different file from the data in the Psychology Department in 
the University of Sonora. The two files will be locked and the principal 
investigator will be the only person that keep the key. 

PARTICIPATION COSTS 

There is no costs for my participation. 

VOLUNTARY CONSENT 

My participation in this study is voluntary and I will be no penalized for not 
participating or not terminating the interview. I can withdraw any time or deny to 
answer any question. 

LIABILITY 

I understand that the side effects or harm are possible in any research 
program despite the use of high standards of care and could occur through no 
feult of mine or the investigator involved. Known side effects have been 
described in this consent form. However, unforeseeable harm may occur and 
require care. I understand that money for research-related side effects or harm, 
or wages or time lost, is not available. I do not give up any of my legal rights by 
signing this form. Necessary emergency medical care will be provided without 
cost. I can obtain further information firom Martha Frias-Armenta, M.A. at (62)-59-
22-87, in Hermosillo, Mexico. If I have any questions conceming my rights as a 
research subject, I may call the Human Subjects committee office at 95 (520) 
626-6721. Additional information/questions conceming liability must be 



75 

discussed with the Principal Investigator, sponsor or the institution. 

AUTHORIZATION 

BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, I AGREE THAT 
THE METHODS, INCONVENIENCES. RISKS AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN 
EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I 
UNDERSTAND THAT I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND THAT I AM 
FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT 
CAUSING BAD FEELINGS OR AFFECTING MY MEDICAL CARE. MY 
PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR 
OR BY THE SPONSOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED. NEW 
INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY 
WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH 
PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE. I 
UNDERSTAND THAT THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, Martha Frias-Armenta, 
OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE Psychology DEPARTMENT. I 
UNDERSTAND THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY 
SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT WILL BE GIVEN 
TOME. 

Subject's Signature Date 

Parent/Legal Guardian (if necessary) Date 

Wrtness (if necessary) Date 
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INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 

I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project. I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent 
form understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in 
his\her participation and hisNher signature is legally valid. A medical problem or 
language or educational barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of investigator Date 
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APPENDIX C 

Table 1. Analysis of Sonora laws related to childrearing and family 

relations. 

SOCIAL PROBLEM ADDRESSED BY THE LAW: 

Children's rising in family context 

Assumptions underlying 

the law * 

Social science's evidence 

and obsen/ations 

Methods for 

new research 

1. Parents act in the 
best interest of their 
children. Art. 590 
Civil Code. 

Parents sometimes abuse 
their children, causing 
emotional and physical 
harm. 

Sun/ey investigating 
relations between 
parents perceptions 
of their 
punitive rights 
and child abuse. 

2. Parents should disci- Punishment produces be-
cipline their children, 
physical punishment 
can be good in rising 
children 
Art. 248 Criminal 
Code. 

havioral, emotional and 
social negative sequelae 
on children. 

Survey studying 
consequences of 
child punishment 

3. Parents can 
discriminate 
between disdplinary 
punishment and child 
maltreatment (abuse) 
590 Civil and 248 
Criminal Codes. 

Parents frequently 
exceed of their 
correctional right 

Survey studying 
covariance 
between the reports 
of moderate and 
and severe 
punishment. 

* Civil Code and Criminal code of the State of Sonora and Federal Civil and 
Criminal Code. 



Table 2. Comparison of continuous demographic variables between control and 
reported groups. 

Variable Reported group Control Group F Pr>F+ 
Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.) 

Age of respondent 31.9 (8.1) 33.1 (8.1) 0.79 N.S. 
Father's income* 154.0 (149.0) 168.0 (125.0) 0.19 N.S. 
Mother's income* 58.5 (34.0) 34.0 (72.0) 3.48 N.S. 
Family income* 212.0 (200.0) 200.0 (136.0) 0.69 N.S. 
Number of children 3.1 (1.7) 2.7 (1.3) 2.35 N.S. 
Age of target child 8.3 (3.6) 8.0 (3.6) 0.02 N.S. 

+ Required alpha<.05 
* U.S. Dollars 
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Table 3 Frequencies of discrete demographic variables by group. 

3A Mother̂  eckjcational level 

No eduction 
inoonfMe etementay 

Caiyieteelcmortaty 

InoorfipietB seccndBiy 

CornpiBte seoondBiy 

hoompiets hî  schod 

OampletB School 

hoonfiielsOallegB 

Oornplele OollegB 
x̂ 7.60(7d.f.).p=0.37 

rcBponeu 9*0143 

Z74% 

Ganbdgoip 

0% 
21.SZ% 

24.e6% 

1233% 
21.40% 

6.85% 

274% 

0% 

1.37% 

ia44% 

3&g9% 

5.48% 
2a03% 

6l85% 

&85% 

0% 

1.37% 

3.B Woman's marital status 
Manied 
SiriE  ̂
Ooncitinate 
V\MQMed 
OKooed 

x̂ 21.08 (4.d.f.), p=0.001 

3.C Mother's professional level 
Housbimvb 
Uhskilledwnker 
Skilledwofcer 
Adrnnabst\eetnfkvee 

x̂ .l4 (3 d.f.), p=0.03 

3.D Facer's professional level 
Uhenficyed 
UhBldiiedwortcflr 
SkiBedMxtar 
AdriiMiathe enrfAyee 
TecMdan 
Professianai 

x̂ l5.72 (5 d.f.), p=0.008 

Raportad group OotM group 
31.94% 
2a83% 
3075r%~ 
&94% 

~9.72%~ 

Reported group 
64.3% 
31.5% 
27% 
1.4% 

Reported group 
7.7% 
57.7% 

11.5% 
21.2% 

0% 

1.92% 

625% 
&S6% 
27.78% 
4.17% 

0% 

Control group 
83.5% 
123% 

4.2% 
0% 

Control group 
5.8% 
826% 
7.3% 
1.5% 
1.4% 
1.4% 



Table 4. Times mothers punished their children (last 6 months) and type of 
punishment by group 

4A Spanked/slapped the child 

Once 
IWoe 

6-10timB8 
11-20 times 
>20tiraB 

x^l3.46 (6 d.f.), p=0.03 

Reported group 
21^% 
4.11% 
ia70% 
212916 
ia7D% 
a22% 
1&07% 

Control group 
41.10% 
"a»% 
Z74% 

2aS5% 
a86% 
a22% 
iag6% 

4B Instdted the child Reported group Control group 
1096% 3425% 

Once j 4?r!% Z74% 
Tviioe 1Z33% a86% 

I 1&44% ia07% 
6-10tima8 17.81% a22% 
11-20tim88 I 5l48% ia96% 
>2Otim0B 3Z88% 21.S2% 

x l̂5.65 (6 d.f.), p=0.01 

4C Pushed/grabbed the child Reported group Control group 
Nmnr 6&75% 7aOB% 
Once i " ^ a22% asslt 
Tvyice a86% a86% 
aSftmes I a22% a85% 
6-10timBB a-48% 1.37% 
11-20time8 | 274% 0% 
>20timas Z74% 0% 

x^.75(6d.f.),p=0.034 



Table 4. Continued... 

4D Burned/scalded the child 

Once 
IvMoe 
3-Sticn88 
6-10 times 
11-20 times 
>20 times 

x^3.06 (2 d.f.), p=0.21 

Reported group 
93.15% 
Z74% 
4.11% 

Control group 
97.26% 
2.74% 

0% 

4E Kicked/bit or hit the child 
Nmw 
Once 
tvMce 
3  ̂times 
6-10 times 
11-20 times 
>20 times 

x̂ .72 (5 d.f.), p=0.24 

Reported group 
8a82% 
4.11% 
4.11% 
5.48% 

0% 
274% 
274% 

Control group 
9a4i% 
4.11% 
4.11% 

0% 

0% 
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Table 5. Percentages of aCGrmative responses of mothers (by group) to the question: 
''What does law allow to parents do when their children do not obey?  ̂

Actions Reported Control 
Dlsdplinaiy actions, exducfing physical punisnnent 61.60% 52.00% 
Yiekfngslappngarspenking,tawoicfnginiuries 24.6% 
IniurieB that heal in less than fifteen days ! 1.4 1.4 % 
Injuries taht heal in mote than fifteen days 0% 0% 
Sending cNUen to juveniie offender centers 30.1% ~38.3% 

Bonferroni adjustment, alpha = .01 

x»(d.f.) 
1.36(1) 

Ĵ 18(1  ̂
0(1) 

MS. 
0.007 

MS. 

a (̂1) MS. 
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Table 6. Percentages of affirmative responses of mothers (by group) to the question: 
''What obligations do children have at home?** 

Obligation Reported Contid x^Cd.!) P 
To help parents and be lOMng children 11.3% 9.0% 1.2(1) MS. 
To dbe/ thar parents 4&1% 47.8% 011(1) N.S. 

To haip in fariiy chores 1 3a8% 2.3(1) MS. 
Other ofaiigaiion 11.2% 22.4% 4.3(1) MS. 



S4 

Table 7. Percentages of affirmative responses of mothers (by group) to the question: 
'̂ What do you understand by ̂ correctional right*?  ̂

Meaning Reported Controi )e(d.f.) P 
An acquired authorit/over chiidpen i 1.37% 1.37% 0(0) MS. 

Benefictai actions fix chikten 1.37% Z74% .34 (1) MS. 
Parental cbiigatian, lather than a right 1 0% 4.11 % ao6(i) NLS. 

Something to ayoid cNkien's rnsbehavicr 9.6% a2 % 0.08(1) MS. 

Parental authority to orient chfldren 16.4 a2% 22(1) MS. 
Parental authority to control chikfeert̂  behaUor 5.5% 1.4% 1.8(1) MS. 
Ihe use of parents patriae 0% 1.4% 1.0(1) MS. 
The right far conacting children's behaMor 50.7% 4a8% 0.7(1) MS. 
The right far scolding children 11.0% Z7% a8(1) 0.04 
The right to discipline children 9.6% a9% 0.37(1) MS. 

Bonfeironi adjustment, alpha = .005 
No variable met the significance level 
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Table 8. Percentages of mothers (by group) responding affirmatively to the 
question: ''What do you understand by children rights?** 

Meaning Reported Control x' (d.f.) p 
Eccnonic sustenance (food, dress, housing, health) 3a3% 33% 0.47(1) N.S. 
RBcrestionai activies j 2a7% 24.7% 0.32(1) MS. 
LaamingveluBs 0% 4.1% a06(1) M& 
Racening love and respect 1 1Z8% ia4% ao4(i) N.& 
Raapect to their rig t̂e 9.6% a2% 0.06(1) MS. 
Kgn to D8 COnBCml 1 0% 5.5% 4.11 (1) ao4 
Right to live m an integRated f̂ ndy 4.1% 5.5% ai5(i) M& 
ra t̂onotbeimltroatod 1 ia9% 17.8% 1.39(1) MS. 
Raapect to thair possessions Z7% a4% a69(i) MS. 

Bonferroni adjustment, alpha = .005 
No variable met the significance level 
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Table 9. Means of responses to the question: '*What kind of punishment do you 
think is disciplinary?'* (Scale of responses O=total disagreement, 4=total agreement) 

Type of punishment 

Yieking at children 

Reported Control 
Group (SD)Group(SD) 

0.72(1.0) 0.58(1.1) 0.82 

p 

MS. 
Spanking 11.76(1.4) 1.96(1.5) a63 MS. 
Slapping 0.44(1.3) 0.22(0.7) 1.61 MS. 
bwjt/swoeattham 0.44(1.3) 0.12 (.43) a84 ao5 
IhRMV them cut of recm or house 0.52(1.4) ai6(.e6) a78 0.05 
Push/î atb 10.38(1.2) a23(.69) 0.81 MS. 
Bum ai4(1.0) 0.04 (.26) 0.51 MS. 
Kick, hit i 0.19(1.1) 0.06 (.48 a75 MS. 
Ihreetan  ̂vMth a knive or weapon 0.14(1.0) 0.01 (.11) agz MS. 

Bonferroni adjustment, alpha = .005 
No variable met the significance level 
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Table 10. Negative conseqaences mothers associate to do not punishing children. 

Consequence Reported Control x' (d.f.) P 
Chid mey become an oflendar 2a7% 1&6% 3.0(1) MS. 
ChOd may get bad gtadB at school 2.7% 1.4% 0.3(1) MS. 
Ciiid may (Ssobey their parents 31.5% 222% 1.6(1) MS. 
Qvid mey tieoonrie independent i Z7% 4.2 "JT" a2(1) " M S7 
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Table 11. Compaiison of variables, used in the structural models, between control 
and reported groups. 

Variable Reported group Control Group F Pr>F* 
Mean (S.D.) Mean (S.D.) 

Discipline beliefs 1.72(1.21) 1.44 (1.45) 1.70 N.S. 
Child punishment 1.66(1.04) 1.23 (0.98) 11.11 .003 
Alcohol consumption 1.02(0.89) 1.20 (0.84) 2.19 N.S. 
Antisocial behavior 0.24 (0.66) 0.22 (1.07) 0.002 N.S. 
Depression/anxiety 2.50 (0.04) 1.64(2.24) 3.72 .05 
History of abuse 1.18(1.71) 1.09(1.54) 0.15 N.S. 
Child monitoring 3.56 (0.57) 3.62 (0.81) 0.17 N.S. 
Perception of rights 0.42(0.31) 0.39 (0.23) 0.62 N.S. 
BCnowledge of law 0.32 (0.16) 0.32 (0.19) 0.10 N.S. 

* Required alpha<.05 
Bonfeircm adjustment, alpha = .005 
Child punishment was the only variable that met the significance level 



Table 12. Means and reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha) of scales used in the study. 

SCALE/Variables Mean (S.D.) Alpha 

DISCIPLINARY BELIEFS 
Punishment is good for discipline 
Unpunished children won't behave 
Law is fair in permitting punishment 
Aggressive children should be punished 
Punishment worked on me 
Stricter the parents: better the children 

1.57(1.65) 
1.33 (1.60) 
1.70(1.65) 
1.39(1.67) 
1.33 (1.60) 
1.43 (1.75) 
2.28(1.67) 

.81 

CHILD PUNISHMENT 
Spanked/slapped him or her 
Insulted/swore him or her 
Pushed, grabbed or shoved 
Burned or scalded 
Kicked, bit or hit 

1.40(1.45) 
2.49(2.13) 
3.27 (2.26) 
0.72(1.37) 
0.07 (0.37) 
0.39(1.17) 

.65 

KNOWLEDGE OF THE LAW 
Knows parental rights 
Knows parental duties 
Knows children rights 
Knows children duties 

0.82 (0.67) 
0.17(0.14) 
1.06 (0.76) 
1.16(1.15) 
0.90 (0.64) 

.51 

MONITORING OF CHILDREN 
Sharing time with children 
Knows where children are 
Knows where children are with 

3.59 (0.83) 
3.52 (0.94) 
3.59 (0.80) 
3.67 (0.76) 

.76 

PERCEPTION OF LEGAL RIGHTS 
Punishment: Legal obligation 
Perception of correctional right 
Pimishment is to avoid problems 

0 .39 (0.36) 
0.17(0.41) 
0.45 (0.68) 
0.55 (0.63) 

.51 

PARENT ABUSED AS A CHILD 
She was insulted 
She was pushed/grabbed 
She was hit with hand 
She was hit with an object 

1.14(2.06) 
1.22 (2.11) 
1.15(0.95) 
0.95(1.96) 
1.25 (2.12) 

.80 



Table 12. Continued... 

SCALE/Variables Mean (S.D.) Alpha 

PARENT DEPRESSION/ANXIETY 
Difficult concentratioa 
Feels guilty 
Suicidal thinking 
Extremely worried 
Easily scared 

2.07 (3.84) 
1.82(3.55) 
1.87(3.93) 
0.73 (2.72) 
3.68 (4.97) 
2.24 (4.05) 

.72 

PARENT ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOR 
Destroys private property 
Destroys public property 
Hits somebody intentionally 

0.23 (1.08) 
0.17(1.08) 
0.06(1.74) 
0.45(1.43) 

.70 

CONSUMPTION OF ALCOHOL 
Frequency of alcohol in weekends 
Frequency of alcohol in weekdays 
Amount of ingested alcohol 

0.46 (0.89) 
0.47 (0.83) 
0.17(0.55) 
0.75(1.31) 

.76 
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Figure 1. Parental legal perceptions and beliefs, and their implications on child punishment. 
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Figure 2. Long-term effects of woman's history of abuse from parents. Ail measurement and 
structural coeiffldents are significant at p<O.OS. 
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