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Abstract

Background: Physical and psychological child punishment is an important public health problem.
Objectives: This study aimed to assess the prevalence and factors associated with physical punishment and psychological aggres-
sion toward children (1 - 14 years of age) in Laos.
Methods: In the nationally representative 2017 Lao Social Indicator Survey, 20,949 mothers or caretakers of children aged 1 - 14 years
responded to questions on child disciplining methods used by adults in households during the past month and attitudes toward
violence. Logistic regression was used to investigate the association between household and maternal characteristics and physical
punishment and psychological aggression toward children.
Results: The prevalence of psychological aggression was 64.0% (shouted, etc., 60.5% and called child dumb, etc., 26.4%), the preva-
lence of any physical punishment was 35.6% (spanked, etc., 27.1%, hit on extremities 23.9%, hit on the bottom, etc., 4.9%, hit on face
3.9%, and “beat the child as hard as one could” 1.0%). In adjusted logistic regression analysis, male gender, poorer household wealth
status, living in the central and southern region of the country, the child living with biological parents, agreement with physical
punishment of children were positively, while older age, urban residence, and belonging to the Lao-Tai ethnolinguistic group were
negatively associated with any physical punishment. Older age, male gender, living in the central region of the country, the child
living with biological parents, and agreement with physical punishment of children were positive, whereas rural residence without
road and living in the southern region of the country were negatively associated with psychological aggression.
Conclusions: Psychological aggression and, to a lesser extent, physical punishment of children are common in Laos. Interventions
to prevent psychological aggression and physical punishment towards children should support parents in adapting non-violent
forms of parenting practices.
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1. Background

“Child maltreatment is any form of physical and/or
emotional or sexual abuse, deprivation and neglect of chil-
dren, or commercial or other exploitation resulting in
harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dig-
nity.” (1) “Consequences of child maltreatment include im-
paired lifelong physical and mental health.” (1, 2) “Parental
corporal punishment was associated with all child con-
structs, including higher levels of immediate compliance
and aggression and lower levels of moral internaliza-
tion and mental health.” (3) Three risk factors have been
identified for physical child abuse, “parent anger/hyper-

reactivity, family conflict, and family cohesion.” (4)
Based on child abuse data collected from 28 develop-

ing and transitional countries, “a median of 83%, 64%, and
43% of children in the African region experienced psycho-
logical and moderate and severe physical abuse, respec-
tively, and in transitional countries, children experienced
these forms of abuse (56%, 46%, and 9%, respectively).” (5)
Severe physical punishment in Southeast Asia was 24.6% in
Bangladesh (1 - 14 years) in 2012/13, 7.6% in Laos (2 - 14 years)
in 2011/12, 14.0% in Nepal (1 - 14 years) in 2014 and 2.1% in
Vietnam (1 - 14 years) in 2014 (6). In Vietnam, 55.0% of chil-
dren (2 - 14 years) had been physically punished, and 55.4%
had experienced psychological aggression (7). In Nepal,
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the prevalence of physical punishment among children (3
- 14 years) was 45.8% (8), and among children of 1 - 14 years,
77.3% experienced emotional abuse in Nepal (9). In Viet-
nam, 17.3% (7), and in Nepal, 35.2% (8) of mothers or care-
takers endorsed the need for corporal punishment for chil-
dren. In Laos, corporal punishment “prohibition is still
to be achieved in the home, alternative care, settings, day-
care, and penal institutions.” (10)

In the Laos “Violence against Children Survey”, 16.0% of
children (< 18 years) had experienced any physical violence
by anybody (parents, peers, any adult, intimate partner)
during their childhood and 7.4% in the past year, and 21.1%
of children had experienced emotional abuse during their
childhood, and 9.8% in the past year by a “parent, guardian,
adult caregiver or other adult relatives” (11). There is a lack
of information about the prevalence and factors associated
with physical punishment and psychological aggression
toward children (1 - 14 years) in Laos.

Factors associated with physical punishment of chil-
dren may include age (5 - 9 years (7), decreases with age (8)),
boys (5, 7, 8), living in poorer households (5, 7, 12), higher
household size (5), lower education of adults in house-
holds (7), living with (both) biological parents (7), ethnicity
(8), residing in rural areas (7), and positive attitudes toward
corporal punishment (5, 7, 8, 13). Factors associated with
psychological aggression against children may include be-
ing female (9), being male (5), poorer wealth status (5, 9),
larger household size (5), lower education of household
head (9), and ecological region (9).

2. Objectives

The present study aimed to assess the prevalence and
factors associated with physical punishment and psycho-
logical aggression toward children (1 - 14 years of age) in
Laos.

3. Methods

3.1. Sample and Procedure

The study utilized the cross-sectional sample of the
“2017 Lao Social Indicator Survey” designed to “provide es-
timates for a large number of indicators on the situation
of children and women at the national level.” (14) “The ur-
ban and rural areas within each province were identified
as the main sampling strata, and the sample population of
households was selected in two stages.” (14) “Within each
stratum, a specified number of census enumeration areas
were selected systematically with probability proportional
to size. After a household listing was carried out within
the selected enumeration areas, a systematic sample of

20 households was drawn from each sample enumeration
area.” (14) The child discipline module was implemented in
all households with at least one child between 1 - 14 years.
If the household had more than one child between 1 - 14
years old, one child was randomly selected using the Kish
method (14). Interviews were conducted using “Computer-
Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI)”. The response rate
was more than 96% of mothers or caretakers with a child
1 - 14 years (N = 20,949) (14). “The survey protocol was ap-
proved by Lao Statistics Bureau (LSB) in May 2016.” (14) In-
formed consent was obtained from adults participating in
the survey (14).

To determine the minimum num-
ber of subjects for adequate study power
(https://clincalc.com/stats/samplesize.aspx) in popula-
tion surveys with dichotomous, 95% power and alpha .05,
the prevalence of child punishment was 33% in Nepal (8)
and 35% in this study, and the minimum sample size is
7,277. Since this study is analyzed secondary data, we used
all 20,949 data records.

3.2. Measures

A modified version of the “Parent-Child Conflict Tactics
Scale” (PCCTS) (15) was used to assess 11 child discipline be-
haviors (Table 1) by any household member on one child
1 - 14 years in the past month (14). Attitude towards phys-
ical punishment were assessed with the question of “Do
you believe that in order to bring up, raise, or educate a
child properly, the child needs to be physically punished?”
(14) The reliability of scores from the PCCTS was 0.71 in
the current study. A household questionnaire was utilized
to collect demographic information, including household
wealth (14).

3.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis was done with “STATA software version
15.0 (Stata Corporation, College Station, Texas, USA)”, by
taking the complex study design into account. The results
were described with descriptive statistics, and logistic re-
gression was used to identify the independent contribu-
tion of socio-demographic and maternal variables to phys-
ical punishment and psychological aggression, separately.
P < 0.05 was considered significant.

4. Results

The prevalence of psychological aggression was 64.0%
(shouted, etc. 60.5% and called child dumb, etc., 26.4%),
the prevalence of any physical punishment was 35.6%
(spanked, etc. 27.1%, hit on extremities 23.9%, hit on the bot-
tom, etc. 4.9%, hit or slapped on face 3.9%, and beat the child
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Table 1. Prevalence of Child Disciplining Methods in the Past Month in Children 1 - 14 Years, Laos, 2017

Disciplinary Method % (95% Confidence Interval)

Non-violent discipline

1. “Explained why (name)’s behavior was wrong.” 82.5 (81.8, 83.2)

2. “Took away privileges, forbade something (name) liked, or did not allow (him/her) to leave the house.” 55.5 (54.6, 56.4)

3. “Gave (him/her) something else to do.” 19.7 (19.0, 20.4)

Non-violent discipline only 24.6 (23.9, 25.3)

Psychological aggression (items 4 - 5) 64.0 (63.2, 64.8)

4. “Shouted, yelled at, or screamed at (him/her)." 60.5 (60.0, 61.3)

5. “Called (him/her) dumb, lazy, or other names like that.” 26.4 (25.7, 27.2)

Physical punishment (items 6 - 11) 35.6 (34.8, 36.4)

6. “Spanked, hit, or slapped (him/her) on the bottom with bare hand.” 27.1 (26.3, 27.9)

7. “Hit or slapped (him/her) on the hand, arm, or leg.” 23.9 (23.2, 24.7)

8. Shook (him/her).” 6.5 (6.1, 6.9)

9. “Hit (him/her) on the bottom or elsewhere on the body with something like a belt, hairbrush, stick, or other hard objects.” 4.9 (4.6, 5.3)

10. “Hit or slapped (him/her) on the face, head or ears”. 3.9 (3.7, 4.3)

11. “Beat (him/her) up that is hit (him/her) over and over as hard as one could.” 1.0 (0.8, 1.1)

Severe physical punishment (items 9 - 11) 8.0 (7.6, 8.5)

as hard as one could 1.0%), and those who used non-violent
discipline only were 24.6% (Table 1).

4.1. Physical Punishment

In adjusted logistic regression analysis, male sex,
poorer household wealth status, living in the central and
southern region of the country, the child living with bio-
logical parents, and agreement with physical punishment
of children were positively, while older age, urban resi-
dence, and being a member of the Lao-Tai ethnolinguistic
group were negatively associated with any physical pun-
ishment (Table 2).

4.2. Psychological Aggression

In adjusted logistic regression analysis, older age, male
sex, living in the central region of the country, the child liv-
ing with biological parents, and agreement with physical
punishment of children were positively, whereas rural res-
idence without road, and living in the southern region of
the country were negatively associated with psychological
aggression (Table 3).

5. Discussion

The study found a prevalence of psychological aggres-
sion of 64.0%; any physical punishment was 35.6%, and se-
vere physical punishment 8.0%. A previous multi-country
study found higher rates for the Africa region and similar

rates for transitional countries (5). The prevalence of se-
vere physical punishment was similar to the 2011/12 Laos
survey (2 - 14 years) (7.6%), lower than in Bangladesh (1 - 14
years) (24.6%), and Nepal (1 - 14 years) (14.0%) and higher
than in Vietnam (1 - 14 years) (2.1%) (6). The prevalence of
any physical punishment was lower in this study than in
Nepal (3 - 14 years) (45.8%) (8), and Vietnam (2 - 14 years)
(55.0%) (7). The prevalence of psychological aggression in
this study was higher than in Vietnam (2 - 14 years) (55.4%)
(7), while lower than in Nepal (77.3%) (9). The prevalence
of positive attitudes toward corporal punishment of chil-
dren in this study was higher than in Vietnam (17.3%) (7),
and lower than in Nepal (35.2%) (8). The study found some
discrepancy between agreeing with corporal punishment
(25.8%) and the actual prevalence of past-month physical
violence of children (35.6%). Similar discrepancies have
been found in previous studies (7). Corporal punishment
is still not prohibited in the home in Laos (10). In 2011, the
“United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child” rec-
ommended to the Lao government to, among others, “Pro-
hibit all forms of corporal punishment of children in all
settings and promote the use of alternative forms of disci-
pline.” (11) In 2015, the Lao government passed a new “Law
on Preventing and Combatting Violence against Women
and Violence against Children”, which “prohibits physical,
emotional, sexual, and economic violence against women
and children in all settings.” (11)

Consistent with previous studies (5, 7, 8), this study
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Table 2. Associations with any Physical Punishment in the Past Month (N = 20,949)

Variable % Unadjusted Odds Ratio (95% CI) Adjusted Odds Ratio (95% CI)

Age in years

1-4 43.2 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

5-9 30 0.87 (0.81, 0.93)a 0.78 (0.71, 0.85)a

10-14 26.8 0.28 (0.25, 0.30)a 0.25 (0.22, 0.27)a

Sex

Female 49.1 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Male 50.9 1.24 (1.17, 1.33)a 1.24 (1.16, 1.33)a

Mother’s education

Lower secondary or more 34.2 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Primary or less 65.8 0.98 (0.91, 1.06) 1.04 (0.95, 1.19)

Wealth

Fourth/Richest 36.1 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Poorest/Second/Middle 63.9 1.21 (1.12, 1.30)a 1.31 (1.18, 1.48)a

Number of household members

1-4 33.2 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

5-6 39.5 1.15 (1.06, 1.25)a 1.07 (0.98, 1.17)

7 or more 27.3 1.22 (1.11, 1.34)a 1.02 (0.92, 1.16)

Residence

Urban 27.9 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Rural with road 60.8 1.01 (0.93, 1.10) 0.88 (0.80, 0.96)b

Rural without road 11.3 0.84 (0.74, 0.95)b 0.71 (0.61, 0.82)a

Region

North 31.9 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Central 48.1 1.31 (1.22, 1.42)a 1.43 (1.31, 1.54)a

South 20 1.11 (1.01, 1.22)c 1.15 (1.03, 1.27)b

Ethnolinguistic group

Other 40.6 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Lao-Tai 59.4 0.87 (0.81, 0.93)a 0.91 (0.83, 0.99)c

Child living status

Child lives with neither parent 7.5 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Child lives with either parent 8.3 1.41 (1.17, 1.70)a 1.31 (1.08, 1.56)b

Child lives with both parents 84.2 1.29 (1.11, 1.49)a 1.22 (1.05, 1.46)b

Agree with physical punishment

No 74.2 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Yes 25.8 2.26 (2.08, 2.46)a 2.55 (2.33, 2.80)a

Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval
aP < 0.001
bP < 0.01
cP < 0.05
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Table 3. Associations with Psychological Aggression in the Past Month (N = 20,949)

Variable Unadjusted Odds Ratio (95% CI) Adjusted Odds Ratio (95% CI)

Age in years

1-4 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

5-9 1.76 (1.64, 1.90)a 1.66 (1.53, 1.83)a

10-14 1.29 (1.19, 1.39)a 1.25 (1.14, 1.37)a

Sex

Female 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Male 1.11 (1.04, 1.18)a 1.13 (1.05, 1.22)b

Mother’s education

Lower secondary or more 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Primary or less 1.07 (0.99, 1.19) 0.91 (0.82, 1.00)

Wealth

Fourth/Richest 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Poorest/Second/Middle 1.13 (1.05, 1.22)a 1.09 (0.98, 1.21)

Number of household members

1-4 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

5-6 1.09 (1.00, 1.18)c 1.10 (1.00, 1.20)

7 or more 0.98 (0.89, 1.07) 0.98 (0.88, 1.09)

Residence

Urban 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Rural with road 1.12 (1.05, 1.23)b 1.08 (0.97, 1.19)

Rural without road 0.88 (0.78, 0.99)c 0.82 (0.71, 0.96)c

Region

North 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Central 1.13 (1.04, 1.22)b 1.20 (1.09, 1.32)a

South 0.70 (0.64, 0.77)a 0.75 (0.68, 0.84)a

Ethnolinguistic group

Other 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Lao-Tai 0.80 (0.75, 0.86)a 0.92 (0.83, 1.01)

Child living status

Child lives with neither parent 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Child lives with either parent 1.17 (0.98, 1.40) 1.15 (0.95, 1.40)

Child lives with both parents 1.26 (1.10, 1.44)a 1.21 (1.04, 1.40)c

Agree with physical punishment

No 1 (Reference) 1 (Reference)

Yes 2.64 (2.40, 2.90)a 2.42 (2.19, 2. 66)a

Abbreviation: CI, confidence interval
aP < 0.001
bP < 0.01
cP < 0.05
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found that the prevalence of physical violence and psycho-
logical aggression was higher in boys than in girls. Possi-
ble reasons for this may be “higher expectations of male
children” (8). Physical violence decreased with age, which
was found previously (8), and psychological aggression
increased with age in this study. This result may be ex-
plained with body-mind development from pre-school to
early adolescent age.

In agreement with previous investigations (5, 7, 12), this
study found that the prevalence of physical punishment
and psychological aggression was in adjusted and/or bi-
variate analysis higher among children living in poorer
households, and having a greater number of household
members. It is possible that mothers or caretakers from
poorer households have more economic and resource
shortage stresses, which may, in turn, increase violent dis-
ciplining behavior. Although in a previous study in Viet-
nam (7), residing in rural areas was associated with phys-
ical punishment, this study found that rural residence de-
creased the odds of physical punishment and psycholog-
ical aggression. More research is needed to investigate
these rural-urban differences.

As found previously (5, 7, 8, 13), positive attitudes to-
ward corporal punishment increased the odds of physical
punishment and psychological aggression. Some previous
studies (7, 9) found an association between lower educa-
tion of household members or household head with physi-
cal punishment and psychological aggression against chil-
dren; however, this study did not find such an association.
Consistent with a previous study (7), living with (both) bio-
logical parents increased the odds of physical punishment
and psychological aggression. Additional qualitative stud-
ies may be needed to explain this finding.

Being a Lao-Tai decreased the odds of physical punish-
ment in this study. Ethnic differences in the prevalence of
physical punishment were also found in a study in Nepal
(8). “Among the different ethnolinguistic groups in Laos,
the Lao-Tai have the highest educational levels and low-
est poverty rates,” (16) which may explain the lower preva-
lence of physical punishment of children among the Lao-
Tai. Compared to the northern region in Laos, the central
region had a higher prevalence of physical punishment
and psychological aggression, while the southern region
had higher odds of physical punishment and lower odds of
psychological aggression. Differences in the prevalence of
child maltreatment by ecological regions have been found
previously (9).

5.1. Study Limitations

The study had a limitation of cross-sectional design.
The variables reported here were assessed by self-report,

which might have bias. Recall period of child discipline be-
haviors was limited to the past one month, which may have
reduced recall bias. The selection of variables included in
this study was limited to the pre-existing MICS modules.

5.2. Conclusion

Psychological aggression and physical punishment of
children are common in Laos. Several factors for physical
punishment and/or psychological aggression were identi-
fied, such as male sex, age, poorer economic background,
urban residence, non-Lao-Tai ethnolinguistic groups, and
endorsing physical punishment attitudes. Interventions
to prevent psychological aggression and physical punish-
ment of children should support parents in adapting non-
violent forms of parenting practices.
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