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1. Execu(ve Summary 
The Paren*ng and Family Research Alliance (PAFRA) and the End Physical Punishment of 
Australian Children (EPPAC) campaign welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Second 
Ac*on Plan for the Na*onal Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 2022–2032. 

Australia has commi\ed to ending violence against women and children within a genera*on 
through preven*on, early interven*on, response and recovery. While the Na*onal Plan 
recognises that preven*ng violence requires changing agtudes, behaviours and social norms, 
one significant gap remains: the legal use of physical punishment of children. 

Physical punishment remains lawful in every Australian jurisdic>on despite overwhelming 
evidence that it is ineffec*ve, harmful and associated with increased aggression, poorer 
mental health, impaired child development and increased risk of child maltreatment. More 
than six in ten Australians experienced physical punishment in childhood, making it one of 
the most common forms of violence experienced by children. 

Australian and interna*onal evidence shows that physical punishment contributes to the 
intergenera>onal transmission of violence. Children who experience physical punishment are 
at greater risk of becoming vic*ms or perpetrators of in*mate partner violence. Preven*ng 
violence against children is essen*al for preven*ng violence against women. 

Recent Australian reviews reinforce the need for reform. The Queensland Law Reform 
Commission recommended repeal of the legal defence permigng physical punishment, while 
the South Australian Royal Commission into Domes*c, Family and Sexual Violence 
recommended legisla*ve prohibi*on as part of Australia's violence preven*on strategy. 
Interna*onally, more than 70 countries have prohibited physical punishment. New Zealand 
provides a par*cularly relevant example, demonstra*ng that legisla*ve reform, combined 
with public educa*on and paren*ng support, can reduce physical punishment and shik 
community agtudes without criminalising well-inten*oned parents. 

Key Recommenda>ons: PAFRA and EPPAC recommend that the Second Ac*on Plan: 
1. Recognise physical punishment as a driver of intergenerational violence.  
2. Support nationally consistent legislative reform removing legal defences for physical 

punishment.  
3. Invest in public education promoting positive, non-violent parenting.  
4. Expand access to evidence-based parenting programs.  
5. Embed prevention of physical punishment within Australia's primary prevention 

framework.  
6. Monitor prevalence, community attitudes and implementation of reform.  
7. Strengthen children's participation in violence prevention policy, including consideration 

of a National Minister for Children. 

Removing legal defences for physical punishment is not about criminalising parents. Rather, it 
establishes clarity that children deserve the same protection from violence as every other 
Australian, while ensuring families can access effective, evidence-based parenting support. 





 5 

2. Australia's Missing Primary Preven(on Strategy 
Australia has invested substan*ally in preven*ng violence against women and children 
through ini*a*ves promo*ng respecmul rela*onships, gender equality, healthy masculini*es, 
early interven*on and improved responses to domes*c, family and sexual violence (Australian 
Government, 2022). 

The Na*onal Plan to End Violence against Women and Children 2022–2032 rightly recognises 
that long-term reduc*ons in violence require changing the agtudes, behaviours and social 
norms that support violence. Yet one of the earliest and most common forms of violence 
experienced by Australian children remains legally sanc*oned (Haslam et al., 2024; Havighurst 
et al., 2023; World Health Organiza*on, 2025). 

Physical punishment is the only form of interpersonal violence that con*nues to receive 
explicit legal protec*on when used by parents under the defence of "reasonable 
chas*sement", "lawful correc*on" or equivalent common law principles. While adults are 
protected from physical assault, children do not receive the same legal protec*on within their 
own homes (Australian Ins*tute of Family Studies, 2021; End Corporal Punishment, 2024; 
Queensland Law Reform Commission, 2025). This inconsistency is increasingly difficult to 
reconcile with Australia's commitment to preven*ng violence across the lifespan. 

Violence preven*on begins long before violence appears in adult in*mate rela*onships 
(Australian Government, 2025; World Health Organiza*on, 2025). 

Violence preven*on begins in childhood. Children learn about rela*onships, conflict and use 
of power in their families. When physical punishment is used to enforce compliance, it 
reinforces the acceptability of violence in close rela*onships and contributes to the 
intergenera*onal transmission of violence (Cuartas et al., 2021; Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 
2016). 

Despite this evidence, physical punishment receives li\le explicit a\en*on within Australia's 
primary preven*on strategies (Australian Government, 2025). The Second Ac*on Plan 
provides an important opportunity to address this gap. 

3. Physical Punishment is a Public Health Issue 
Scien*fic understanding of physical punishment has changed substan*ally over recent 
decades (Gershoff & Grogan-Kaylor, 2016; World Health Organiza*on, 2025). Once viewed as a 
paren*ng choice, it is now recognised as a public health issue and a form of violence against 
children (World Health Organiza*on, 2025). 

The World Health Organiza*on concludes that there is overwhelming evidence that physical 
punishment causes harm while having no benefits for children, parents or society (World 
Health Organiza*on, 2025). This reflects more than 50 years of interna*onal research. 

Meta-analyses involving hundreds of studies consistently show that physical punishment is 
associated with: 

• increased aggression and an*social behaviour;  
• anxiety and depression;  
• poorer emo*onal regula*on;  
• impaired cogni*ve development;  
• reduced parent-child rela*onship quality;  
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6. Australian Law Reform Momentum 
Australia has reached an important point in the evolu*on of evidence and policy. During the 
past two years, three major Australian developments have substan*ally strengthened the case 
for reform. 

First, the Australian Child Maltreatment Study demonstrated that physical punishment 
remains widespread across Australia, with more than six in ten Australians repor*ng 
experiences of physical punishment during childhood. The study also demonstrated strong 
associa*ons between repeated physical punishment and poorer adult mental health 
outcomes (Haslam et al., 2024).  

Second, the Queensland Law Reform Commission undertook a comprehensive review of the 
criminal defence permigng physical punishment. The Commission examined Queensland 
Police Service data rela*ng to 571 ma\ers in which the defence of parental discipline had 
been relied upon (Queensland Law Reform Commission, 2025). Approximately 40 per cent 
involved serious allega*ons of violence, including assaults occasioning bodily harm and 
grievous bodily harm - equivalent to around 228 children affected by the con*nued opera*on 
of the defence. These findings challenge the assump*on that the defence exists only to 
protect parents who lightly smack children, demonstra*ng that it can operate to prevent 
prosecu*on in serious assault cases. The Commission recommended staged reform to 
ul*mately repeal the defence over seven years, alongside broader child protec*on and 
criminal law reforms (Queensland Law Reform Commission, 2025) 

Third, the South Australian Royal Commission into Domes*c, Family and Sexual Violence 
concluded that physical punishment should be prohibited as part of South Australia's strategy 
to reduce domes*c and family violence. Recommenda*on 89 recognised physical punishment 
as a form of family violence and recommended legisla*ve prohibi*on alongside public 
educa*on and support for parents  (South Australian Royal Commission into Domes*c Family 
and Sexual Violence, 2025). 

Taken together, these developments demonstrate that legisla*ve reform is no longer simply 
advocated by researchers and child rights organisa*ons. It is now supported through 
Australia's own law reform and domes*c violence review processes. 

7. Interna(onal Experience Demonstrates that Reform Works 
Australia is increasingly becoming an interna*onal outlier. More than 70 countries have now 
prohibited physical punishment in all segngs, including the family home (End Corporal 
Punishment, 2024). 

Importantly, these countries demonstrate that legisla*ve reform does not criminalise parents 
(End Corporal Punishment, 2024; World Health Organiza*on, 2025). Instead, legisla*ve reform 
establishes a clear societal expecta*on that children should not experience violence while 
suppor*ng parents to adopt more effec*ve approaches to discipline (Gershoff & Grogan-
Kaylor, 2016). 

8. New Zealand: A policy model for Australia 
New Zealand provides the most relevant comparison for Australia because of the similari*es 
in their legal systems, paren*ng cultures and social contexts (D’Souza et al., 2026). 
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Physical punishment illustrates this gap. Although children experience it directly, debates 
about its legality have rarely considered their perspec*ves (Queensland Law Reform 
Commission, 2025; Saunders & Goddard, 2010).   

Research shows that children describe 
physical punishment as painful, frightening, 
humilia*ng and harmful to their rela*onships 
with parents. Young people consulted by the 
Queensland Law Reform Commission 
similarly opposed physical punishment and 
recognised its harms (Queensland Law 
Reform Commission, 2025; Saunders & 
Goddard, 2010).  

Ar*cle 12 of the United Na*ons Conven*on 
on the Rights of the Child affirms children's 
right to express their views in ma\ers 
affec*ng them, while Ar*cle 19 recognises 
their right to protec*on from all forms of 
violence (United Na*ons, 1989). 

The Second Action Plan provides an opportunity to strengthen children's participation in 
violence prevention policy. EPPAC and PAFRA recommend consideration of a National 
Minister for Children to ensure children's rights, wellbeing and perspectives are consistently 
represented across Commonwealth policy and coordinated across health, education, justice, 
child protection and family violence portfolios.  

10. Recommenda(ons 
PAFRA and EPPAC recommend that the Second Ac*on Plan include the following ac*ons. 

1. Recognise physical punishment as an evidence-based driver of intergenera*onal family 
violence and explicitly include its preven*on within Australia's primary preven*on 
framework. 

2. Work with states and territories towards na*onally consistent legisla*ve reform 
removing legal defences that permit physical punishment of children.  

3. Develop and fund a na*onal public educa*on campaign promo*ng posi*ve, non-
violent paren*ng, explaining legisla*ve reform and increasing awareness of the harms 
associated with physical punishment. 

4. Increase investment in evidence-based paren*ng programs that strengthen emo*onal 
connec*on, posi*ve discipline, emo*on coaching and non-violent behaviour guidance. 

5. Monitor na*onal prevalence, community agtudes and implementa*on of legisla*ve 
reform through popula*on surveys, including the Australian Child Maltreatment Study, 
the Na*onal Paren*ng Today Survey and other surveillance systems. 

6. Recognise children as rights-holders and ac*ve par*cipants in violence preven*on 
policy by strengthening mechanisms for children's par*cipa*on and considering 
establishment of a Na*onal Minister for Children. 

7. Support ongoing collabora*on between governments, researchers, professional 
organisa*ons and community agencies to ensure implementa*on of evidence-based 
reforms that reduce violence against children. 
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11. Conclusion 
Australia has commi\ed to ending violence against women and children within a genera*on. 
Achieving this ambi*on requires recognising that violence preven*on begins in childhood. 

Physical punishment is one of the earliest, most common and legally sanc*oned forms of 
violence experienced by Australian children. It is associated with poorer developmental 
outcomes, increased risk of child maltreatment and the intergenera*onal transmission of 
family violence, with no demonstrated benefits. 

Australia now has a unique opportunity to strengthen its preven*on agenda. Recent 
Australian research, independent law reform reviews, interna*onal human rights obliga*ons 
and growing interna*onal experience all point in the same direc*on: protec*ng children from 
physical punishment is both achievable and necessary. 

Legisla*ve reform is not about criminalising parents. It establishes a clear expecta*on that 
children deserve the same protec*on from violence as every other Australian, while 
suppor*ng families through public educa*on, evidence-based paren*ng programs and early 
interven*on. 

The Second Ac*on Plan provides an opportunity to close a longstanding gap in Australia's 
violence preven*on framework. By recognising physical punishment as a preventable form of 
violence and commigng to na*onally coordinated reform, Australia can help break 
intergenera*onal cycles of violence and create safer futures for children, families and 
communi*es. 
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