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I N T R O D U C T I O N
Harsh parenting, and especially hitting children in anger, has been linked to children’s antisocial behavior, such 
as lying, stealing, or displaying aggressive behavior. However, while these relationships have consistently 
been shown across multiple studies, they have not been definitively shown to be the result of environmental 
(“nurture”), rather than genetic (“nature”), factors. That is, it might be possible that genes shared by parents 
and children could predispose parents to treat their children harshly and predispose children to exhibit 
antisocial behavior. 
Studying twins can help researchers disentangle genetic and environmental effects. Identical twins (also 
known as monozygotic twins because they develop from one fertilized egg) are genetically identical and 
differ only in the ways that they are exposed to different environmental factors, such as differential parenting 
or unique peer groups. In fact, it is not uncommon for identical twins to experience different levels of harsh 
parenting, with one twin often being more likely than the other twin to be yelled at, hit in anger or otherwise 
treated harshly. Therefore, if one identical twin experiences harsher parenting than her co-twin and goes on to 
exhibit higher rates of antisocial behavior than her co-twin, then the likely explanation is that the between-twin 
differences in harsh parenting are the cause of the between-twin differences in antisocial behavior.
In this study, the authors studied both identical and non-identical twins (also known as dizygotic twins because 
they develop from two fertilized eggs and thus share approximately 50% of their genetic material) from the 
Michigan State University Twin Registry (ages 6-15 years). Including both types of twins allowed a further 
examination of nature vs. nurture. If the association between harsh parenting and antisocial behavior is 
genetic, then identical twins would have identical levels of antisocial behavior. On the other hand, non-identical 
twins would only be 50% likely to have the same levels of antisocial behavior because they share roughly 50% 
of their genes (see Figure, Scenario A). However, if the association is entirely environmental, then the more 
harshly treated twin would exhibit more antisocial behavior than their co-twin whether or not they were identical 
or non-identical twins (see Figure, Scenario B). 
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K E Y  FI N D I N G S
► Results of the study matched Scenario B: There were significant differences in antisocial behavior among

twin pairs based on whether they had been harshly punished.
► The harshly punished identical twins were more similar to non-identical twins who had been harshly

punished than they were to their own co-twins who had not been harshly punished.
► That is, sharing 100% of genes did not explain levels of antisocial behavior for identical twins. Instead, how

much they were hit or yelled at – the environment they were exposed to – predicted their levels of antisocial
behavior.

P O L I C Y  I M P L I C AT I O N S
This American Academy of Pediatrics, and the American Psychological Association have called on parents to 
stop using physical punishment, and 60 countries have banned all physical punishment of children. This study 
provides strong evidence that harsh parenting causes harmful effects among children and supports further 
efforts to prevent antisocial behavior by decreasing the use of harsh parenting techniques. The finding also 
emphasizes that physicians and public health officials should work to change attitudes and behaviors related 
to harsh parenting in order to promote the health and wellbeing of children. 
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