Risk factors of maternal aggression

Why do Brazilian mothers use corporal punishment against their children? A risk factor analysis.


Abstract
This study aimed at describing the profile, risk factors, disciplinary practices and reasons for aggressions of 40 Brazilian mothers who used corporal punishment (CP) against their children. Data were collected through a structured interview and analyzed by Multiple Correspondence Analysis and qualitatively. Results show that participants faced several risk factors, such as low education and income, history of childhood CP, Intimate Partner Violence and sexual victimization at some point in life. Child disciplinary practices involved psychological and physical aggression, especially threats (95%) and slapping (70%). Participants justified their acts due to nervousness and not as a correction for inappropriate child behavior. Most mothers reported feeling sad and sorry after the episodes, demonstrating their urgent need for expert guidance on positive parenting and mental health treatment. 
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	It is within the family environment that children first learn principles of socialization, and parents are responsible to educate them on the behavioral and emotional conventions of the specific cultural context in which they live. Children who are educated in a positive way by parents, with appropriate boundaries and affection, develop repertoires to solve conflicts and deal with stressful situations (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). However, several risk factors may contribute to the use of violence in the family deriving from low educational level; mental health problems; alcohol and drug abuse; violent conflict between partners; dominance/control over the other, rigid gender norms; economic stress; poverty and its associated factors, such as overpopulation; and lack of public policies (Centers for Disease and Control, 2015).
	Violence against children or child maltreatment is defined by abuse or neglect, including all kinds of physical and psychological violence, sexual abuse, and any kind of exploitation that results in actual or potential harm to the child’s health, development or dignity (World Health Organization, 2016).  The literature sometimes differentiates child abuse from the definition of corporal punishment (CP). The latter is often used as a disciplinary method with the intention to "educate", without the aim of causing damage; and the former would employ the use of violence to cause harm. Nevertheless, the two terms are synonymous to scholars who conduct research on CP and are, thus, both considered modalities of violence against children, especially because there is enough evidence showing that most cases of physical abuse occur within the context of CP (Durrant & Ensom, 2012; Gershoff et al., 2018; Straus, 2000). 
	CP has been in use since the dawn of human history (Scott, 1996) and only in the twentieth century was recognized as a clinical, psychological and social problem, especially after the impact of Kempe, Silverman, Steele, Droemuller and Silver (1962)’s publication on the Battered-Child Syndrome. According to a review of 20 years of literature on CP, such practice is still considered an appropriate method to discipline children in many cultures of the world (Durrant & Ensom, 2012).
	In a study of 30,470 families with children 2-4 years of age in 24 developing countries, 29% of parents reported believing that the use of CP is needed to properly educate a child, and 63% said they had used CP against their children in the previous month of the survey (Lansford & Deater-Deckard, 2012). Runyan et al. (2010) sought to evaluate the severe discipline in children in six countries (Brazil, Chile, Egypt, India, the Philippines and the United States) according to 14,239 mothers’ reports. Parents were asked about specific discipline practices according to frequency over the previous year, if ever used.  The authors found that physical and verbal punishments are common practices in communities of high, medium and low-income countries, and that CP was used in at least 55% of the households. In Brazil, specifically, Runyan et al. (2010) found that among 813 respondents, the frequency of disciplines practices used over the previous year were:  96%  nonviolent discipline; 77% moderate verbal discipline; 39% harsh verbal discipline; 70% moderate physical discipline; 2,3% harsh physical discipline without an object to hit; and 18% harsh physical discipline with an object to hit. 
	 In addition, Zanoti-Jeronymo et al. (2009) conducted a prevalence study of physical abuse in Brazil with a representative sample of 3,007 individuals. The prevalence of physical abuse in childhood history was 44.1%, with 33.8% reporting a history of moderate physical abuse and 10.3% of severe physical abuse. Pinheiro and Williams (2009) investigated the association between bullying and family violence with 239 students from three public schools in the State of São Paulo, Brazil. Approximately 60% of participants of both sexes reported having suffered some kind of physical violence by the fathers in the last three months, while 91.6 % of boys and 80.8 % of girls reported victimization of physical violence by the mothers in the same period.
	This common disciplinary practice is alarming, as the scientific literature has demonstrated many of its harmful effects for child development, and absence of positive effects (Gershoff, 2013). Furthermore, CP is associated with aggressive behavior in children; high levels of violence against parents, siblings and peers; criminal behavior, and antisocial aggression against a partner in adulthood; mental health problems and delay in cognitive development (Durrant and Ensom, 2012). Moreover, the authors present consistent indications that there is a direct causal effect between CP and aggressive behavior in children, either by reflex response to pain, modeling or by the family coercive process. 
	One possible explanation for the use of CP as a form of discipline by parents, according to Skinner (1953), is the fact that punishment as an educational technique is effective in the short term, causing the child's unwanted behavior to immediately stop, and, thus reinforcing parental behavior which in turn increases the likelihood that parents will continue to adopt this punitive practice. Nevertheless, in the long term, this practice brings many disadvantages for children and caretakers, generating negative emotions, escape/avoidance behaviors (leave or avoid situations that could be negatively reinforced) and counter control (aggressive reaction to parental coercive behavior). The child may become fearful in face of similar situations in which she/he was punished and tends to do anything to avoid being in the aversive condition associated with it. Lastly, the child generally only learns to avoid the punishment and not the alternative desirable behavior (Skinner, 1953).
	In general, traditional gender roles describe the mother as the loving caregiver, and the father as a breadwinner and disciplinarian (Ferrari, 2002). However, a study investigating the cohesion and hierarchy in Brazilian families with a history of physical abuse observed a higher hierarchical assignment to the mother in the family system in conflict situations (De Antoni, Teodoro & Koller, 2009). In addition, several national and international studies show that mothers use CP more often than fathers (Calvete, Gámez-Guadiz, & Orue, 2010; Gámez-Guadix, Straus, Carrobles, Muñoz-Rivas, & Almendros, 2010; Harper, Brown, Arias, & Brody, 2006; Lee, Altschul & Gershoff, 2015; Liu & Wang, 2015; Lorber & Slep, 2015; McKenzie, Nicklas, Waldfogel, & Brooks-Gunn, 2012; Rocha & Moraes, 2011; Santini, Lopes & Williams, 2016; Straus & Stewart, 1999; Tang, 2006; Wang & Liu, 2014; Wang, Xing, & Zhao, 2014; Weber, Viezzer & Brandenburg, 2004; Romero-Martínez, Figueiredo, & Albiol, 2014). A Brazilian study with a representative sample investigated if parents were in favor of slapping their young child (or if they were in favor in the past if the children had grown), finding that women are more in favor than men to the use of CP (75% and 59% respectively), reporting that "it is necessary to slap from time to time" (Venturini & Godinho, 2013). 
	One possible explanation for more frequent mothers’ aggression towards children is that women spend more time with them (Craig, 2006; Hart & Robinson, 1994; Yeung, Sandberg, Davis- Kean, & Hofferth, 2001), increasing the number of situations in which they need to discipline children (Lee et al., 2015). Mothers would, be, then, in a position to witness children’s inappropriate behavior more frequently in comparison to fathers, having more opportunities to respond to such acts (Lansford et al., 2012). Santos and Williams (2008) suggest that this may also occur associated with the fact that women often is the primary caregiver in single-parent homes; with lower income compared to households headed by men, and therefore exposed to a higher level of stress; poor support network; and a possible history of domestic violence. Thus, mothers who live in such vulnerable environment may have inadequate childrearing practices, contributing to the development of behavior problems in their children (Foster & Brooks-Gunn, 2011; Lorber & Egeland, 2011). Finally, another variable to consider is that mothers may use CP more frequently, but fathers may use physical punishment more severely as shown in the study of Pinheiro and Williams (2009).
	In summary, parents who display coercive behavior towards their children have poor social problem-solving repertoires, and the aggressive parental behavior is maintained while the child complies (McKee et al., 2007; Urquiza & McNeil, 1996). Children may exhibit behaviors of habituation, escape-avoidance and/or counter control, in a way that parents tend to use coercion more and more frequently (by yelling, threatening, and then hitting and spanking) to ensure child submission, which results in a conflict of chronic and staggering pattern (Patterson, 1982). One must also remember that psychological violence generally precedes physical violence (O’Leary, 1999).
	Considering that CP presents several negative side-effects to child development and that it is of  common occurrence in Brazilian homes, more frequently perpetrated by mothers, we questioned which reasons mothers may give to justify this practice, and what risk factors in their personal history would  increase the likelihood of its use. Therefore, the aim of this study was to: a) identify and describe the sociodemographic profile, history of violence and disciplinary practices of mothers who use CP against their children; b) identify reasons given by mothers for this practice; and c) identify possible risk factors associated with maternal practice of CP.

Method

Participants

Forty mothers who had difficulties in managing their children’s behavior and who admitted using CP participated in the study. Mothers’ age ranged from 19-52 years (M=32.85, SD=7.45); children’s age ranged from 4-14 years old. Participants had from 1-5 children (M=2.52, SD=0.9). 
This sample is part of a larger study aimed at assessing the effects of an intervention program using technological resources to mothers who use CP against their children (Santini & Williams, 2017), based on Projeto Parceria (Partnership Project), a Cognitive-Behavioral effort to teach parenting skills to mothers with a history of Intimate Partner Violence - IPV (Pereira, D’Affonseca & Williams, 2013; Santini & Williams, 2016; Williams, Santini, & D’Affonseca, 2014).
   Eligibility criteria involved mothers with 4-14 year-old children who had a prior history of using of physical punishment against them. Exclusion criteria involved mothers with a history of severe psychopathology and/or alcohol/drug abuse. These criteria were analyzed in referral forms send to the University Psychology clinic (limited to a period of 12 months prior to screening), or referred by professionals from three municipal agencies offering services for socially vulnerable children, as well as by the Child Protection Service (CPS). 
Data collection took place at such services. Among the 40 participants, 13 (32.5 %) had previously been notified to CPS for physical abuse. (Originally, the study aimed at involving exclusively mothers reported to CPS, but most of this sample either met exclusion criteria or refused to participate. Thus, the present sample was expanded to also include mothers without CPS involvement). The screening of participants without CPS involvement took place after a presentation given to interested mothers by the researchers in the three agencies. Subsequent to the presentation, the researchers spoke individually with potential participants to screen a possible history of CP as a form of discipline. In affirmative cases, those mothers were invited to participate in the study. 

Measures

An Initial Interview, adapted from the Initial Interview with Domestic Violence Victimized Women (Williams, 2010), was applied, consisting of a semi-structured interview with open-ended questions about participants’ identification; previous history of violence; characterization and severity of  such violence; degree of  social isolation; the reasons why she remained with the aggressor (if applicable); questions on self-image; future plans; relationship with children; health condition; children’s reaction to the violent episodes and information about the participant’s childhood. The adaptation involved additional questions about the history of CP against their children, and other disciplinary practices, how the mother explained to themselves the use of CP and how they felt after using CP towards their children.  

Procedure

The study was approved by the University’s Institutional Review Board, and only mothers who signed the Informed Consent Form took part. The Initial Interview took approximately 50 minutes to complete and was applied individually with participants in private rooms available on each site, by psychologists (the first author or research assistants). For data analysis, participant responses to the interviews were categorized through the original instrument data systematization guide (Williams, 2010). In addition, a Factorial Analysis of Multiple Correspondences was carried out to investigate possible relationships among variables. 

Results and Discussion

Table 1 shows participants’ demographic data and previous history of violence. Most participants lived in common law (47.5%), declared themselves as being of mixed race ethnicity (42.5%), with a High School education (95%), and low income (55%).  Most mothers reported growing up in a poor household (89%) and 80% of participants had a history of physical abuse in childhood (52.5 % by mothers, followed by 22.5 % by fathers, and 12.5 % suffered physical violence by both parents). In addition, most mothers (57.5%) had suffered IPV, and an alarming percentage of participants (42.5%) disclosed a previous history of sexual violence at some point in their lives. Regarding social support, most of them had at least one friend or two that they could count on (91%), but all mothers reported they had never sought specialized professional help to manage their children’s behavior, and lack of available professional support is considered a risk factor for childrearing practices and hence to physical abuse of their own children (Bordin, Paula, Nascimento, & Duarte, 2006; De Antoni, Barone & Koller, 2007; Kim, Pears, Fisher, Connely, & Landsverk, 2010; MacMillan, Tanaka, Duku, Villancourt, & Boyle, 2013; Peled, 2011; Zanoti-Jeronymo et al., 2009). 


Table 1
Sociodemographic data and participants’ history of violence (N=40).
	Categories
	N
	%

	Marital status
     Common Law 
     Married
     Without a partner (single, separated or widow)
	
19
10
11
	
47.5
25
27.5

	Ethnicity
     Mixed
     Caucasian
     Black
	
17
13
10
	
42.5
32.5
25

	Education 
     Completed Elementary School
     Completed High School
     College (Incompleted)
	
20
18
2
	
50
45
5

	
Employed
	
27
	
67.5

	
Family monthly income a 
     0-2 Minimum Wages
     2-6 Minimum Wages
     6-8 Minimum Wages

	

	22
17
1
	

55
42.5
2.5

	History of violence
     Childhood physical abuse 
     Intimate Partner Violence 
     Sexual violence
	
32
23
17
	
80
57.5
42.5

	     None
	4
	10


a Minimum Wage at data collection: approximately US$ 180.00 per month. 


Participant answers regarding the main motive they had left their parent’s homes was “to marry” or live with a partner (N= 28, 70%), because they were “in love”, but also to avoid constant conflicts they were experiencing, especially with their mothers. Some participants who did not have conflicts with their mothers, informed they had them with their fathers (N=7; 17.5%), and the main reason they left home was due to father’s abusive use of alcohol and/or drugs and his assaults to their wives (mothers of participants). Similar results were found in the study of Mallet and Rosenthal (2009) in which 302 homeless Australian adolescents were asked the main reason for leaving home. Among participants, 103 (34.1%) justified leaving home due to physical aggression suffered by a parent/stepfather/stepmother, and 39 (12.9%) referred to mother/stepmother's aggression In addition, women reported having suffered violence by mother more often than male participants (Mallet & Rosenthal, 2009).
Mother-daughter violent conflicts reported by participants was also observed in Coohey’s study conducted in Chicago (2004), in which characteristics of four groups of mothers with different profiles were compared: 1) mothers who spank their children and were victims of IPV; 2) mothers who did not spank their children and neither were victims of IPV; 3) mothers who were exclusively victims of IPV; and 4) mothers who exclusively spank their children. The author found that mothers from the first group (higher risk) were more likely than mothers of the second group (lowest risk) to have suffered severe physical violence by their own mothers in childhood, more likely to have had poor relationships with their mothers and to have received less support from them, in addition to having experienced more stressors and known their partners for a shorter time. Such differences were not found among mothers from the first group and groups 3 and 4 (which had experienced some kind of abuse). Finally, Coohey (2004) found that participants who suffered physical violence by their mother in childhood - and not suffering IPV - was the most powerful predictor of a mother’s physical aggression towards their children.
Figure 1 shows the history of violence experienced by participants. Among the 40 participants, only four reported an absence of such history, and thus, the diagram refers to answers from 36 participants. Figure 1 also illustrates that 23 participants experienced more than one modality of violence, with 10 suffering two modalities of violence and 13 three.  Some of the violence modalities did not occur in isolation: for example, although 17 mothers reported a history of sexual abuse, none said they had experienced exclusively sexual violence as other types of violence were also present. These data corroborate the literature on polyvictimization, understood as the experience of multiple types of violence and abuse (Finkelhor, Ormrod, Turner, & Holt, 2009), and an intergenerational aspect in which a history marked by abuse may contribute to the development of aggressive behavior in short, medium and long term (Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 1990).
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Figure 1. Modalities of violence experienced by participants (N=36).



	Table 2 presents data regarding the method, frequency and justification to the aggression against their children, as well as mothers’ feelings and thoughts after these incidents. The most frequent discipline practice reported by participants consisted in slapping (70%), hitting with a belt (42.5%) and with a slipper (35%). These forms of aggression were also observed in another Brazilian study (Weber et al., 2004), in the same order of frequency. Such authors argued that slapping is more frequent when parents are angry and have no self-control repertoire.  In addition, hitting with objects such as belts and slippers occur, as these are often available and closer to the punishing agent (Weber et al., 2004). Interestingly, the occurrence of pinches and grabbing forcefully, usually in the arm, were reported by mothers in situations where the child was misbehaving in public places. On the other hand, the use of a stick (rod) was cited by a mother who identified herself as being Evangelical Christian, and reported using biblical precepts to guide in their children’s discipline[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  “Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you punish them with the rod, they will not die. Punish them with the rod and save them from death” (Holy Bible, Proverbs 23: 13-14). ] 

	Table 2
Methods, frequency, justification of mothers’ aggressions against their children, and mothers’ feeling and thoughts after the incidents (N=40)

	Categories
	N
	%

	Types of physical aggression
     Slapping
     Hitting with Belt 
     Hitting with Slippers 
     Grabbing Forcefully 
     Shaking
     Pinching
     Pushing
     Pulling hair
     Hitting with Stick (rod)

	
28
17
14
6
2
1
1
1
1
	
70
42,5
35
15
5
2,5
2,5
2,5
2,5

	Types of psychological aggression
     Threats
     Humiliation

	
38
16
	
95
40

	Frequency of aggressions
     Weekly
     Eventually
     Monthly
     Daily

	
11
10
9
8
	
27,5
25
22,5
20

	Justification of aggressions
     Mother’s nervousness
     To correct child’s inappropriate behavior
     Child provoked them

	
25
13
4
	
62,5
32,5
10

	Mothers’ feelings and thoughts after incidents
     Regret
     Sadness
     Felt that duty was fulfilled
     Felt sorry for the child

	
17
17
6
5
	
42,5
42,5
15
12,5


Runyan et al. (2010) also found a frequency of approximately 70% of physical punishment in parents from São Paulo, Brazil, such as slapping, ear pulling, pinching, hair pulling, and use of a belt or stick, considered by researchers as "moderate physical discipline". Nevertheless, such a classification may be subjective, because the gravity will depend on the strength used by the adult and the effect produced on the child. For example, kicking (considered a severe discipline by Runyan et al., 2010), depending on the strength and place of the aggression was categorized as less severe, compared to hitting with belt or slapping in the face. The most common type of psychological violence in the present study was threatening (95%), usually telling that the child would be spanked if he or she did not obey. According to mothers, such threats rarely had the desired result, i.e., they did not make the child obey. Indeed, threatening to use physical discipline may trigger the actual physical aggressions, as discussed previously in studies involving the escalation of psychological violence to physical violence (Murphy & O'Leary, 1989). High frequency of psychological violence from mothers against children, including threats, was also found elsewhere (Holden, Williamson & Holland, 2014; Rocha & Moraes, 2011; Runyan et al., 2010).
In addition to the high frequency of threats (95%), almost half of the mothers (40%) reported using another modality of psychological violence: humiliation (stating, for example, “You're stupid”, “You are retarded”, “You are an idiot”, “You are no good for anything”). Several studies show the adverse effects of verbal aggression, indicating that when practiced by itself  it is enough to cause significant damage to the self-esteem and psychological adjustment of  children (Solomon & Serres, 1999), and may contribute to behavioral problems in them (Moore & Pepler, 2006). Psychological violence, in most cases, is accompanied by other types of violence, such as physical violence, and their combined effects may increase the risk for other child developmental problems (McKee et al., 2007).
Besides being victimized by physical and psychological violence by mothers, one quarter of them (N = 10; 25%) suspected that their children had been sexually abused by someone else due to signs or symptoms that the children had previously presented, fact which was also observed in the study by MacMillan et al. (2013). These authors stress that the risk factors in the community and family which contribute to the occurrence of physical violence are the same for the occurrence of child sexual abuse, as explained by the phenomenon of polyvictimization, previously mentioned. Thus, interventions in communities or population at risk should include not only guidance on positive educational practices, but also on the prevention of child sexual abuse. 
Most mothers justified the use of CP as "nervousness" on their part (62.5 %), and need of correction to the child’s inappropriate behavior (ie, non-compliance with rules, disobedience) was the second most common reason (32.5%). This fact does not corroborate the information compiled in a 20-year study review of international literature on CP against children, including several countries, in which the justification of physical aggression on children was related primarily to the correction of their inappropriate behavior (Durrant and Ensom, 2012). Other Brazilian studies also found that the main cause of child aggression was associated with aspects of the child and not with the perpetrator's (Rocha & Moraes, 2011; Bérgamo & Bazon, 2011).
Some explanatory hypotheses are raised for the above discrepancy. The difficulty in child behavior management or lack of knowledge on how to cope when a child does not obey the rules, or presents defiant or behavioral problems, may lead to feelings of incompetence and nervousness from the caretaker. For example, in the study of Graziano and Namaste (1990), 90.7% of the interviewed children reported that their parents seemed to be angry when beating them. In the study of Bérgamo and Bazon (2011), despite the parents justification for their physical aggression as a child's failure (temperament and defiant behavior), the authors identified a high level of parental stress in the sample. Therefore, one has to be reminded that there is an association between parental mood and parenting practices, as pointed out by Lahey, Conger, Atkeson and Treiber (1984), and Milner and Chilamkurty (1994). In addition, Santini and Williams (2016) found that mothers with a history of domestic violence who participated in  Project Parceria intervention had problems to manage their children behavior associated with the emotional problems deriving from mother´s  own victimization, 
There is evidence that children with challenging behavior are more likely to suffer maternal CP (Lee et al., 2015; Maguire-Jack, Gromoske & Berger, 2012), but participants of the present study admitted, in general, their own nervousness as a reason for hitting them. One hypothesis for attributing responsibility to their own behavior (and not to the child’s) may be social desirability, as data was collected in the interview format. However, the opposite may also be possible, the bond between the interviewer-interviewee (e.g., specialized professionals that respected the participant's pace to report their experiences as an empathetic and not punitive audience) enabled mothers to attribute to themselves the responsibility for the aggression ("I was nervous, so I beat him") instead of blaming the child ("He misbehaved, then I beat to correct him"). An alternative hypothesis relies in the nature of participation in the study, as mother knew that after answering the interview they would participate in a subsequent intervention (see Santini & Williams, 2017). This fact may have allowed a greater openness by mothers as they would receive orientations to deal with their "nervousness". Future studies with larger samples and a variety of data collection methodology are needed to further explain these discrepant results. 
Regarding the frequency of physical aggressions, most mothers reported using CP   weekly (27.5%). The frequency of aggressive episodes is even more concerning, as about one third of the mothers (32.5%) said that there were episodes in which they "needed to hit harder" as "talking, threatening and slapping were not working." This scenario supports the argument about the ineffectiveness of punishment (Skinner, 1953; Sidman, 2000), and the escalation of violence (Patterson, 1982). When mothers have high stress levels (by living with low income and restricted professional support, as observed in this study), the intensity of physical aggression to children may be even more serious, resulting in harmful or severe consequences (Straus, Douglas & Medeiros, 2014).
Most mothers identified negative feelings (regret, sadness and pity) after physically hitting their child, suggesting that they did not agree with the aggression, but reproduced it as a form of discipline they had experienced in childhood, without knowledge of alternatives. This raises the aspect of the intergenerational transmission of violent cultural practices in the family, as discussed by Belsky, Conger and Capaldi (2009), Milner et al. (2010) and Straus et al. (2014). 
Finally, a smaller group of mothers (15%) said they had a sense of accomplishment when physically punishing their children because they were correcting inappropriate behavior. Such mothers may have rigid beliefs, as well as little information about child development (Ateah & Durrant, 2005; Holden, Brown, Baldwin & Caderao, 2014; Milner et al., 2010). This indicates that professionals who conduct interventions with a population with such profile should be prepared to deal with arguments as the ones presented by some participants: "I beat my son today so that in the future he will not be beaten by the police"; "He always deserves to be beaten when he does something wrong, it was like this with me and today I am glad because I am a normal person"; "He does not obey me until I beat him"; and so on. 
To verify possible relationships among variables regarding participants’ profile and risk factors, a Factorial Analysis of Multiple Correspondences was conducted, considering the following: suffering CP in childhood; sexual abuse (SA); IPV; income; education; ethnicity, number of children; slapping; hitting with belt; hitting with slipper; humiliating; nervousness; hitting to correct the child’s behavior; frequency of aggression; and aggression intensifies with time. All these variables presented categories with a frequency greater than 10%, ensuring the efficiency of the analysis. Results from such analysis are shown in Figure 2, which should be interpreted as follows: each point is related to a particular category of a question and adjacent categories are more correlated than distant categories. In practice, if two categories of different variables are close, most individuals who presented one of the variables also presented the other.
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Figure 2. Factorial Analysis of Multiple Correspondences results regarding participants’ profile aspects. CPA= Child Physical Abuse; IPV=Intimate Partner Violence; SA=Sexual Abuse; MW=Minimum Wage.	


	Seven clusters of variables were observed. The first set (being of mixed ethnicity; receiving up to 2 Minimum Wages; having up to 2 children; experiencing physical violence in childhood; slapping; hitting due to nervousness; not using slipper and belt to hit; not beating to correct behavior and beating the children in a daily or weekly basis) is in line with the most frequent responses of participants in each category analyzed. Therefore, we see the following risk factors: low income and a history of violence in childhood as being associated with “moderate” aggression (slapping, hitting without belt or slipper), in a constant frequency (daily or weekly), and aggression associated with mother's mood (hitting preceded by nervousness) and not by rules or beliefs (hitting to correct). These associations indicate a profile of an aggressive mother in need of advice on positive parenting and mental health treatment, possibly to treat symptoms of excessive stress and depression, as seen in interventions conducted by Kolko (1996); Kolko, Iselin and Gully (2011); Nicholson, Anderson, Fox, and Brenner (2002); Runyon, Deblinger and Schroeder (2009); Santos and Williams (2008); Swenson et al. (2010); Projeto Parceria (Project Partnership) (Pereira et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2014) and this program’s version to mothers using CP (Santini & Williams, 2017). 
	The second set of variables association (Caucasian,  with Secondary School;  history of IPV; history of sexual abuse; humiliating the child, and violence against child gets worse with time) show a profile characterized by more severe aggression, as these mothers used psychological violence (humiliation) to their children, and the physical violence  escalated over time. Such data corroborate studies on parental ineffectiveness in mothers with a history of sexual abuse and IPV (Jaffe, Cranston & Shadlow, 2012; Turner et al., 2012; Ruscio, 2001).
	The third profile (black ethnicity and absence of physical violence in childhood) describes an unusual variable association in the literature, as several studies indicate that black ethnicity is associated with greater risk for child maltreatment in the US (Berlin et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2015; Loeber & Farrington, 1998); and in Brazil – (Camargo, Alves & Quirino, 2005). One possible explanation is belonging to a culture with a broader tolerance for violence associated with a repertoire of coping strategies (dealing with stressful situations) (Fitzpatrick, 1993). Future studies could explore more this subject, and even with a larger sample of participants of this ethnicity.
	The fourth set of variables (not completing High School, no history of sexual violence, not humiliating the child, and aggressions towards the children did not escalate over time) suggests that possibly an absence of sexual violence history acted as protective factor for parenting practices (Ruscio, 2001), in spite of mother’s lower educational level.
	The fifth set (income above 2 Minimum Wages, having 3 children, hitting the child monthly, hitting with slipper and not slapping) suggests that presenting a higher number of children and low income are known potential risk factors for child maltreatment (as discussed by Dubowitz et al., 2011), although this occurred less frequently (monthly). Moreover, the association between the variables "hit with slipper" and "no slapping" may be interpreted as a pre-established intention of the punishing agent to correct the behavior as the act of seeking an object involves premeditation, something that would be different than slapping, an emotional reaction more easily triggered by "nervousness." This explanatory hypothesis seems to be reinforced by the association between the sixth clusters of variables: hitting the child to correct the behavior and not reporting nervousness to justify the aggression. As discussed by Weber et al. (2004), the act of hitting with the hand is usually performed in situations where the parents are angry with the child and do not have self-control. 
	The seventh set (no IPV and hitting the child eventually) does not include a specific risk factor identified by the literature, thus it seemed to supports the argument and data initially reviewed, showing that the practice of CP is not only current in the Brazilian culture, but also an ingrained way to educate children (Runyan et al., 2010;. Zanoti-Jeronymo et al., 2009, Pinheiro & Williams, 2009). Finally, it should be noted that the category "more than 3" to "number of children" was not explained by the two dimensions used due to the fact that this category had the lowest frequency of participants (12.5%); and thus probably not associated with another variable in this study.

Conclusions

	The aim of this study was to analyze the socio-demographic profile, history of violence and disciplinary practices of mothers who use CP on their children, as well as to identify the justification given by them to the aggression and possible variables associated with its risk.  The data from the present study, in general, reflected those observed in other Brazilian and international studies: the intergenerational practice of violence as a result of the way in which society itself deals with violence (Belsky et al., 2009; Milner et al., 2010, and Straus et al., 2014). The permissiveness to use CP as a legitimate way of educating children is a serious factor for the maintenance of this practice throughout successive generations. The social belief that a disobedient child or one who behaves inappropriately deserves to be physically punished is one of the main challenges in Brazil when it comes to adopting positive parenting practices, as well as elsewhere in the world.
	It can also be argued that aggressive parents are a product of their environment. The results of this study indicated that mothers who hit their children are at a risk situation for violence perpetuation, since those mothers had themselves a history of various modalities of abuse, which may have influenced the development of attachment relationships, parental model and interpersonal relationships (Oliver & Washington, 2009). In addition, other situational risk factors such as poverty, low education, community violence, among others, may contribute to the maintenance of a family cycle of violence. Moreover, the essential focus to intervene with this population, rather than simply blaming them is the exercise of empathy, promoting emotional support from professionals and others who are close, and teaching positive educational parenting practices (Lee et al., 2015; Williams, Santini, & D’Affonseca, 2014).
	Limitations of the present study involved the small number of participants, which limits generalizations; and data collection only considered mothers’ verbal report through the structured interview questions. Despite being a rich source of information (Opdenakker, 2006), future studies could complement such data with a larger number of participants and the use of a child’s version interview, comparing mother and child reports. In spite of such limitations, the study is a relevant attempt to characterize a population with difficult access, and vulnerable histories.
	The main contribution of this study is possibly the identification of mothers’ verbal justification to hit their children. Mothers reported their own "nervousness" more often than the rationale commonly given regarding the need for the child’s behavior correction. In addition, the fact that most mothers expressed feelings of regret and sadness after the use of CP indicates that mothers did not agree with its use, and need emotional support and guidance on positive parenting, anger management and social problem-solving to improve the relationship with their children, promoting their healthy development.
	In conclusion, this study presented risk factors in the history of mothers who use CP against their children and their actual difficulties to educate them. Furthermore, intervention programs for the prevention and treatment of child abuse should take into account the behavioral resources that at-risk parents present, in addition to guidance on positive educational practices to raise parental competence. 
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