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EQUALITIES AND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMITTEE 

CHILDREN (EQUAL PROTECTION FROM ASSAULT) (SCOTLAND) BILL  

SUBMISSION FROM [ACADEMY OF MEDICAL ROYAL COLLEGES AND 

FACULTIES IN SCOTLAND] 

 

The Academy of Medical Royal Colleges and Faculties in Scotland - known as the 

"Scottish Academy" - contributes to improvements in the health of the people of 

Scotland by the promotion and co-ordination of the work of the Medical Royal 

College and Faculties and giving the medical professions a collective voice on 

clinical and professional issues. The Scottish Academy is pleased to respond the 

Committee’s call for views on the Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) 

Bill.  

 

Do you support the Bill’s aim to end the physical punishment of children by 

parents or carers? It will do this by abolishing the defence of reasonable 

chastisement. Please provide an explanation for your response. What groups 

would be impacted by the change (for example, parents, children, public 

services, the legal profession, etc)? 

The Scottish Academy has sought expert views and clinical knowledge from our 

member Colleges and Faculties and we are fully supportive of the Bill’s aim of giving 

children equal protection from assault by prohibiting all physical punishment of 

children through abolishing the defence of reasonable chastisement.  We are 

grateful for the expertise offered by the Royal College of Paediatrics and Child 

Health and Faculty of Public Health in this area.  

The Scottish Academy supports the promotion of the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child and wants to see all children given equal protection from all forms of 

violence. It is not legally justifiable to hit a spouse, an elderly relative, an adult with 

disability, or indeed adults with no particular vulnerability: the current legal position 

which allows a child to be subject to violence is entirely unacceptable and should be 

consigned to history.   

A recent review of the evidence around the physical punishment of children (1), 

carried out by University College London, found that: 

• There is strong and consistent evidence from good-quality research that 

physical punishment is associated with increased childhood aggression and 

antisocial behaviour. The nature of the studies and the consistent findings suggest 

that this link is causal i.e. that physical punishment leads to increased childhood 

aggression and antisocial behaviour; 
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• There is evidence that physical punishment adversely affects children’s 

mental health – there is good evidence that physical punishment is linked to anxiety 

and depressive symptoms in children; 

• Physical punishment is related to an increased risk of child maltreatment; 

• Childhood physical punishment is linked to adult aggression and antisocial 

behaviour, including aggression and sexual violence within intimate partner 

relationships. 

Prohibiting physical punishment of children by parents and carers will benefit all 

children in Scotland. Due to the adverse effects of physical punishment, the Bill is a 

necessary and important step in improving the health and wellbeing of children. 

 The Bill will also lead to an improvement of the human rights of children in Scotland 

- as children will gain the same legal protection from assault that adults currently 

have. The approach taken in the Bill would uphold Article 19 of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child - protecting the child from all forms of violence. 

International evidence shows that in countries where physical punishment of children 

is prohibited, there have been accelerated declines in its use (2). These countries 

have not seen an increase in parental prosecutions for assaults as a result of the 

change in legislation.  

More widely, the Children (Equal Protection from Assault) (Scotland) Bill reinforces 

the public health message that violence is harmful and that assault can never be 

‘justifiable’. This is important in creating a society with less violence and where 

abuses of power are not acceptable. Abolishing the defence of reasonable 

chastisement will additionally promote the reputation of Scotland as a country that 

protects and cares for vulnerable members of society. 

The Scottish Academy understands that paediatricians continue in daily practice to 

encounter parents/carers who are unaware of the evidence relating to the use of 

physical punishment. Having a legal framework which states that assaulting a child 

can be ‘justifiable’ is hampering those who work with children and families from 

delivering clear, evidence-based advice. Surveys estimate that approximately half 

Scottish preschool/primary school age children experience physical punishment. 

There is good evidence that legislation works to change attitudes at a population 

level, particularly when linked to a campaign of information and support for 

parents/carers.  

If there is a change in the law, public services will need to contribute to the 

information campaign and support linked to the change in legislation. Offering 

children equal protection will likely see some services see a reduction in demand in 

the longer term, eg: 
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• those services that support children/young people with behavioural/conduct 

difficulties   

• child protection services: reduction in cases that are due to escalation of 

physical punishment 

 

Do you see any additional impact on groups with protected characteristics? 

The Scottish Academy does not expect additional impact on groups with protected 

characteristics as a result of rectifying this undeniably discriminatory legal position in 

terms of age.  

 

Will the Bill result in any resource implications for your organisation or you as 

an individual? If so, please explain and provide any supporting information. 

 

The Scottish Academy considers the main short term financial implication to be 

investment in a campaign to communicate the change in legislation about equal 

protection and information and support for parents to discipline their children without 

the use of physical punishment.  

In the longer term, the reduction in demand on services that support/manage 

children, young people (and, in the longer term, adults) with emotional, behavioural 

and conduct difficulties is likely to result in substantial savings in the future.   
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