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Physical Child Abuse vs Discipline 

(From HelpGuide.org) 
Physical abuse involves physical harm or injury to the 
child. It may be the result of a deliberate attempt to hurt 
the child, but not always. It can also result from severe 
discipline, such as using a belt on a child, or physical 
punishment that is inappropriate to the child’s age or 
physical condition. 

Many physically abusive parents and caregivers insist that their actions 
are simply forms of discipline—ways to make children learn to behave. 
But there is a big difference between using physical punishment to 
discipline and physical abuse. The point of disciplining children is to 
teach them right from wrong, not to make them live in fear.  

In physical abuse, unlike physical forms of discipline, the following 
elements are present:  

 Unpredictability. The child never knows what is going to set the 
parent off. There are no clear boundaries or rules. The child is 
constantly walking on eggshells, never sure what behavior will 
trigger a physical assault.  

 Lashing out in anger. Physically abusive parents act out of anger 
and the desire to assert control, not the motivation to lovingly teach 
the child. The angrier the parent, the more intense the abuse.  

 Using fear to control behavior. Parents who are physically 
abusive may believe that their children need to fear them in order 
to behave, so they use physical abuse to “keep their child in line.” 
However, what children are really learning is how to avoid being 
hit, not how to behave or grow as individuals. 
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