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ABSTRACT

One ©of the reasons why so few parents question the
wisdom of "spare the rod and spoil the child” and why so few
researchers have investigated the potential adverse effects, is
probably the culturally accepted assumption that, when done "in
moderation,® physical punishment is harmless and sometimes necessary.
This study starts from assumptions that are almost the opposite of
that aspect of American culture. It tests the hypothesis that the
greater the use of physical punishment, the greater the probability,
later in life, of depression, suicidal ideation, alcohol abuse, wife
assaults, and child abuse. The findings to be reported must be
regarded as tentative because they are based on recall data about
physical punishment, whereas an adequate test of this hypothesis
requires prospective data for & large and representative sampie. The
findings are based on 65,002 families who were studied as part of the
1985 National Family Violence Survey. Measures used were a
questionnaire regarding physical punishment in the family of origin,
physical abuse measures, child abuse, wife assault, depressive
symptoms, suicidal ideation, and drinking index measures. The results
suggest that use of physical punishment by parents is a risk factor
for depression, suicide, alcohol abuse, physical abuse of children,
and physical assaults on wives. The social-psychological processes
which produced these effects need to be determined to provide a basis
for treating persons suffering these consequences. (LLL)
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Physical Punishment by Parents: A Risk Factor in the
Epidenioclogy of Depression, Suicide, Alcchol Abuse, Child Abuse
and Wife Beating

Murray A. Straus, PhD, Glends Ksufman Kantor, PhD ¢

Objective.- To investigate the theory that physical punishment by parents is
a risk factor for later violence and mental health problems.

Design.- Logistic regression analysis of epidemiological survey data.
Population Studied.- Nationally representaive sasple of married and cohabiting
couples.

Results.- Alrost half of the sample (49.8%) recalled having been physically
punished during their teen years, a figure that agrees with rasearch using
contemporaneous reports by parents. The analysis controlled for a number of
possible confounding risk factors such as low sociosconomic status and found
that children of parents vho used physical punishment ha an increased risk
later in life of depressive symptoms, suicidal thoughts, aleohol abuse,

physicsl abuse of children, and wife beating.

* Fapily Resesrch Lsboratory, University of New Hampshire, Durham, NH.
The data are from the National Family Violence Resurvey, funded by National
Institute of Mental Health grant ROIMHA&0027 (Richard J. Gelles and Murray A.
Straus, co-investigators). Dr. Kaufman Kantor’s vork was supported by grant
RO1 AAD8269-01 from the National Institute on Alcohol Abuss and Alcoholism
(Clends Kaufman Kantor, Principal Investigator). Request reprints to The
Fanmily Research lLaboracory, University of New Hampshire, Durhan, NH, 03824.
It 13 a pleasure to acknowledge the contribution of Carrie Yodanis, who ran
the statisical analysis for this paper with her usual efficiency and care
despite the time pressure. .
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Conclusions.- The consistent association of physical punishment with major
adult problem behavior indicates a mnsed to replicats the study using
longitudinal data. If the findings ars confirmed by such studies, it suggests
that a major step in primary prevention of violence and mental health problems
can be achisved by a national effort to reduce or eliminate all use of

physical punishmunt. .

THE WORK OF physicians such as Kempe helped bring public attention and
remedial programs to combat "physical abuse® of children, {.s., physical
assaults severe enough to causs injury.! This paper suggests that
ordinary physical punishment by parents may bs an avan greater public
health problem. This possibility arises because, although the sffacts are
less serious in the short run, the incidance ratss and the findings to be
presonted suggest that physical punishment puts at least half of the US
population at risk of serious mental and physical health problems.
Fhysical abuse of a child is univarsally regarded vith rsvulsion and
numerous studies point to ths long-term disabling cffects of "physical
abuse."? At the same time, the 1975 and 1985 National Fami’y Violence
Surveys revealed that over 90 percent of American parents used "physical
punishment® (sn act intended to corrsct mistshavior by causing the child
physical pain, but not injury) on young children.) Only a few studies
have considered the possibility that "legitimate” physical punishment is
also a risk factor for psychological maladaptation in adulthood, and most

of those have been confined to increased risk of aggression.*
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Ons of the reoasons vwhy so fev parents question ths wisdom of “spare
the rod and spoil the child" and vhy so fev researchsrs have investigated
ths potential advarse effects, is probadbly the culturally acceptsd
assumption that, vhen done "in modaration,” physical punishasnt is harmless
and sonetimes necessary. This paper starts from assumptions that are
alsost the opposite of that aspsct of American culture. It tests the
hypothesis that the greater the use of physical punishment, the greater the
probability, Jlater in 1ifs, of depression, suicidal ideation, alcohol
abuss, wvife sssaults, and child abuse.

The findings to be reportsd must bs regarded as tentative bscause
thay are based on recall data about physical punishasnt, whereas an
adequate test of this hypothesis requires prospective dats for a large and
representative samp'le. Such research will take many years and large
funding, but could have vast implicstions for primary prevention of family

violence and psychological problems. Preliminary evidence is therefors

nseded as one basis for the deciding on whether to invest in a prospsctive
study, especially since ss noted above, most of the public and most socisl

scientists would othsrwvise rejact the valus of such an investment.
METHODS

Sample

The findings to be reported are based on 6,002 families who were
studied as part of the 1985 National Family Violence Survey. This is a

nst{onal probability sample selected by random digit dialing sampling

msthods. Inteiviews lasted an sverage of 35 minutes. The response rate,
PN5.P,PN102,11Decenber9l, Page 3
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calculated as "completed portien of eligibles” was 84X. Of the 6,002
fanilies, 3,229 ware fanilies vith children. Ons meabsr of each household,

either the husband or the wifs, was interviewed. A random procedure was

used to select the gender of ths respondsnt, When mors than ons child undsr

the age of 18 vas in the household, a randea procedure was used to select
the "refersnt child® as the focus of the parent-to-child violence
questions. Detailed informstion on the sample and survey methods is given

elsevhere .’

Moasures
Physical Punishment in the Fam{ly of Or{gin. Respendents were asked

"Thinking sbout when you yourself ware a teenager, about how often would
you say your mother or stepsother used physical punishment, 1ike slapping
or hitting you? Think about the year in which this happenad ths most. Did
this happen never, once, twice, 3-5 times, 6-10 timss, 11-20 times, nore
than 20 times?* Almost half the sample (49.8%) reported having been
physically punished one or more times. This seems an astonishingly high
rate for adolescents, but it is consistent with previous research.S ’

This is far from an {deal muasure of physical punishment because the
validity of recall dats on svents that took place many years sarlier is
questionable. Nev .rtheless, the prevalance rate of about 50% corresponds
closely to the rate based on contemporaneous data obtained by interviewing
parents of teen age children.? yhile this correspondence i{s not
necesssrily evidence of validity, {t does somewhat alleviate concern about
two threats to validity. First, it reduces the possibility that, 1if the

hypothesis {s supported, it is bscause depressed adults remember more bad
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things about their childhood, such as having been hit as ¢ tesn, sven
though more such events did not happen. In this case, we knov that the
‘percentage Tecalling the “bad thing® 1is almost identical to ths percentage
of parents who reported doing it to an adolescent during the year of the
survay. Second, the SUI rats shows chat the reipondents who reported having
been physically punished during their teen years ars not a small and highly
devisnt subsst of all teenagers, .

Phya'cal Abuse Neasures. The Conflict Tactics Scals (CTS)? 1 was

used to measure physical abuse of children and spouses. The CTS asks

respondents to think of situations in the past year when thay had a
disagresment or wers angry vith a specified fanily member and to indicate
hov often they engaged in each of the acts included in the CTS. The lists
starts wvith the i{tems for the Reasoning scale of the CTS, such as
*Discussed the issue,” and procesds on to the items in the Verbal
Aggression Scaile, such as "Insultad or swvors at him/her." These &“s
folloved by ths Violence index acts such as slapping, punching, and
kicking. The CTS is & well validated and widely used msasurs of reasoning,
verbal aggression, and violence in families, Thers is an accumulation of
svidence that the CTS has a stabls factor structure, moderate ralfiability
and concurrent validity, and strong evidencs of comstruct validicy.’!!
Child Abusa. The CTS child abuse index measures wvhether one or more
of the following acts by a parent, each of vhich is almost universally
regardad as sbusive, occurred during the 12 months prr.ceding the interviesw:
kicking, biting, punching, beating up, scalding and attacks with wesapons.
We also added hitting the child with an objesct such as & stick or a belt.

Although this inclusion {s not consistent with informal American social

PNS .P,PN102,11December9l, Page 5

norms or legal norms, hicting vith objects does carry a considsrable risk
of physical harm to ths child.

Hife Assault The CTS wife assault i{ndex msasures whether one or sore
of the following scts occurred during ths precsding 12 months in ths course
of an argument: threv somsthing at her; pushed, grabbed or slapsd her;
kicked, bit, hic with fist; hit with object; beat-up; choked; threatsnsd
with knifs or gun; used knife or gun.

Deprassive Symptoms. The itens are from ths Psychiatric Evaluation
Research Interviev or PERI.!2 The PERI s a 160 item instrument with
many subscales. For msasuring depression wve summsed the responses to a
subset of itens identified ss depressive symptons by factor analysis.?
Except for the last item, each uses the following format: In the past year
how often have you ... nsver, almost nsver, sonstines, fairly oftua or very
often.?

*Been bothered by feslings of sadness or deprsssion?

"Felt very bad or worthless?"

"Have you hsd times when you couldn’t help wondering {f snything was

worthwhile anymurae?®

"lHave you felt completely hopeless sbout sverything?®

*Thought about taking your own life®

*In the past year have you ever actually gfried to take your own .

1ife?" (Yes, No)

For the logistic regression analysis, we dichotomized this variable
into s high symptoms grnup at the 83rd percentile. This division point was
chosen because the important issus, both thsoretically and clinically is

the occcurrence of a high or chronic level of depresssive synptoms.'

PNS.P,PN102,11Dscember?l, Page 6




Suicidal Ideation. Because of the unique importance of suicide for
ssdical practice, and becsuse it indicates such a severe loval of
psychological distress, we also report a separate analysis of the iten
*Thought about taking your own 1ife,® For the logistic regression, ws
dichotomized this variable into those who reported thinking about
comnitting suicide during the previous 12 months and those vho did not.

Drinking Index. The Drinking Index was computed from the following

questions:

*In gensral, how often do you consume slcoholic beveragss- -never,

less than 1 day a sonth, 1 to 3 days a sonth, 1-3 days a month, 1 to

2 days a week, 5 to 6 days a veek, daily? snd: “On a day when you do

drink alcoholic bsverages, on averags how many drinks do you have?

By a drink we mean & drink with a shot of l-and 1/2 ounces of hard

liquor, 12 ounces of basr, or 5 ounces of wine?"

This msasure groups respondents according to 6 categories of fraquency and
consumption ranging from abstinence to high volums binge drinking. Ve used
a dichotomized version of this index for the logit analysis, where the
highest volume drinkers were coded 1 snd all othsrs were coded 0,

The Drinking Index differs from the traditional Quantity-Frequency
noasure davelopsd by Cshalan and associatns!’ bescause it is not beverage
specific and may underestimate the upper limits oEAcommpf.ion lsvels.
Howsver, the Drinking Index is comparable to msasures used by other
researchers!® and also seems to have construct validity as shown by the

results presented in four papers using these measures.!7 18 19 20
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ANALYSES
logistic rogression (logit)! vas used to tsst the etiologic models.

Each logit model included the age and gendsr of the subject and fanmily
socioscononic status (SES) because these characteristics are confounded
with both physical punishment and the incidence of violence and mental
health problems. Ths SES mesasurs 1is a factor score index constructed using
the folowing five items: education of the wife and the husband, their
t;cc\qu:ioml prestige scores, and the conbined income of the coupla.
Additional varisbles were incli.ssd in some logit modsls if ws believed they
were nesdsd to adequatsly specify the modsl.

To focus on the hypothesized sffect of physical punishment in
childhood on the probability of violence and mental health problems as an
adult, we used the partial plotting technique developcd by Hamilton.®B
The graphs shov the effects of incressing levels of childhood physical
punishment on the dependsnt measures and display partial relationships such
as separate plots for msn and women, while controlling for all other

variables in the model.

RESULTS

(Table 1 about hers)

The t of 4.427 in the first row of Part A of Table 1 gshows that
physical punishment in childhood is associated with a significantly
increased probability of depressive symptoms as an adult, even when
controlling for the effects of a number of other variablss. This is
reparkable in view of ths fact that Part A shows that five other variables

are also significant risk factors for dspression. The large t values for
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SES and Gendar in the rows 2 and 3 reflect the higher incidence of
depression asong lowsr SES individuals and women found in previous
atudies,B though these differences may slso bs influenced by class and
gondsr based diagnostic biases and differences in help-seeking behavior.
The rov labeled "Parent’s Marital Violence® shows that growing up in a
fanuily in which there {s physical violence between the parents is
associated with a significantly greater probability of depressive symptoms
The rov labeled Wife Assault indicatss that current husband-to-wife

assaults are associated with the highest probability of depression in

sither spouse.

Physicsl Punishment and Suicidal Ideation

(Figure 1 about here)

Since ths question on thinking abour committing suicide is part of
the depression index, it is not surprising that the test of the stiologic
modsl for this variable (Part B of Table 1) shows some similarities in the
logit estimates for depression. The first row of Part B shows # strong and
significant association of physical punishment with the probability of
thinking about suicide durting the 12 month period covered by this study,
net of other variables {n the model. Perhaps the two most lmportant
difference are that SES i{s not significantly related to suicidal thoughts,
and that the most significant prsdictor of suicidsl thoughts is assaultive
behavior towards the wife.

Because of the confounding of gender with deprassion and with being a
victin of assasult by a husband, Figurs 1 plots the probabilicy of thinking

about committing suicide by physical punishment serarately for men and
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vomsn. The plot lines shov that suicidal ideation increases markedly with
the fraquency of adolescent physical punishsent for both msn and women, but

is more prevalent among womsn.

Phyaical Runishment and Adult Alcohol Abuss

Part C of Table 1 shows that increasing amounts of physieal
punizshoent are associated with an increasing probability of alcohol abuse
(high daily drinking or high volums binge drinking). The findings for the
other variables are consistent with previous research. They showv that
gender is the o = significant predictor of alcohol abuss. Ags, which vas
not significantly related to depression or suicidal thoughts, is strongly
related to alecohol abuse and that is also consistent with previous
research. The other significant variables in the model are SES, and wife
asssult. The negative signs of the coefficients indicate that the
probability of alcohol abuss is greater among men, youngsr subjects, and
lower socioceconomic status subjects. The positive t value for wife assault
indicates that the oceurrence of wifs ssssult is associated with a highsr
the probability of alcohol abuse.

(Figures 2 about hars)

The greater prevalence of alcohel abuss smong men than women has been
a consistent finding of previous research.? 28 Figure 2 therefore plots
the relationship of physical punishment to alcohol abuse separately for men
and wozen. The fact that the plot line for men is well abovs that for women
shows that the probability of excessive drinking {s vastly greater for

men, and the somewhat steeper slopa of the plot line f.r men shows that the
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smount of physical punishment by parents is more closely related to alcohol

abuse by men than it is for woasn.

fhysical Punishgent and Child Abuse

The results in Parts A, B, and C of Table 1 hsve shown that physicsl
pmhtn;nt is ll;nif!.m:ly related to depressive synptoms, suicidal
thoughts, and alcochol abuse, but that other stiological variables in the
modsl vare even mors closely related. The findings in Part D of Table 1
parallel those findings because they revssl that the more physical
pur.ishmsent :he subjects in the study experienced vhen they wers children,
the greatar the risk that they will go beyond ordinary physical punishment
to acts that are severs snough to be classifiad as physical abuse. However,
the results in Parc D differ bscause, comparison of the t values shows that
the frequency of physical punishment as an adolescent is the etiological
variabl~ that {s most highly related to the probability of physically

abusing a child. A closs second is violence by husbands, followsd by

vhether the parents of the subject were violent toward each other. Thus,
the model in Part D indicatss that the preseuce of other types of family
violence are the most important etiological risk factors for child abuss,
and that when these other types of family violence are spscified in the
model, the remaining risk factors (SES, gender of parent, alcohol abuse,
and age of the parent) are not significantly related to child abuse.
(Figure 3 about hera)
The results just presentsd are consistent with our previous analyses

of factors influsncing child abuse which show that assaults on vives are

strongly related to the occurrence of child abuse.’ 7 In view of this
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rolacionship Figure 3 élets the effects of physical punishment on child
abuse ssparately for those subjects vho had experienced husband-to-wife
violenca during the year of survey and those vho had not. Ths parasllel plot
lines indicate that, rigardless of vhether thers was violence in the
current marriage, the more physical punishssnt expsrisnced the greater ths
probability of phyai:llly‘nbuslns a child. The upper plot line (wife
assault occurred in the previous 12 months) demonstratss that the
probability of child abuse is such greater in families where wives are
beaten. The somewhat steeper slope of the upper plot line alse indicates
an interaction effect in which the effect of physical punishment is greater

when the marriage is characterized by wife assault.

Phyaical Punishment and Wife Assault

Although studies have documented the effects of physical violence in
the fan{ly of origin on incrsasing the probability of wife assault,’ the
exclusive focus of those studiss on the most severe childhood abuse, and/or
witnessing their mother heing beaten, {mplies that only these severe levels
of violence ars risk factors for wife bsating in adult life. The first row
of Pert E of Table 1 shows that ordinary physical punishment is alsc s risk
factor for current assaults on wives, aven vhan othar theoretically
important variables ars controlled. Low SES, youthfulness, violence
between the parents of the subjects, and current alcohel sbuse are also
significant risk factors for wife assault. The partial relationships in
the model are illustrated by Figure 4 which shows that even »™“en therse has
been no violenca between the respondents parents, a history of physical

punishment significantly increasss the risk of husbands’ assaultive
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behsvior.
vhose parents vere violent toward sach other shows that adding parental

At the same time, the higher probability of wife asssult by man

sarital violsncs in the fanily of origin to the equation substantially
{ncresses the probability of current wife assault.
(Figure 4 about here)

LINITATIONS

There ars at least three major limitations. First, as already noted,
the physical punishment data ars based on recall. Second, subjects who
reported physical punishoent may also havs suffered from sbusive parenting.
Third, the findings refer to physical punishmsnt during edolescence and may
not apply to physical punishment experienced as a tnddler or young child,
Concerns over the first limitation is somewhat mitigated by the fact that,
despite Seing based on recall, the incidence rates ars slmwost the same as
those based on contemporaneous data. Concern ovsr the confounding of
physical punishment and physical abuse and the quastion of whether the
findings also apply to physical punishment of young children, are also
sonevhat mitigatsd by the results of other ressarch in which it was
possible to sxclude from the analysis childrem vho were elso physically
sbused, and which controlled for age. That research found that physical
punishmsnt of sven very young children vhose parents did not onsagelln
either physical or verbal abuss, is sssociated with increased rates of such

problematic behavior as interpersonal problems vith other children,

delinquency, and aggression.?®
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CONCLUSIONS

The results of this study, if rsplicated by studies which éo not have
the limitations notsd sbove, suggest that use of physical punishment by
parsnts is a risk factor for dspression, suicids, alcohol abuss, physical
abuse of children, and physical asssults on wives. The social-
psychological processes vhich produced these effects need to be deterained
to provide a basis for treating persons suffering these conssquance . For
exanple, for some children being hit by those they love and on whom they
depend for their very sxistence, may be a traumatic event with consequences
sisilar to other traumatizing svents. Another possibility, and one which
is suggested by a recent study, is that physical punishment tends to create
a fesiing of helplessness and powerlessness.”’ Perhaps even more
izportant are the implications for primary prevention of physical and
psychological injury. Limiting and endiny all use of spanking and other
physical punishaent, as is now the national policy in Sweden and seversl
other countries,® ¥ can maks an {mportant public health contribution.
Pediatricians and others involve” in pre and post-natal care have the
potential to contribute to the health of children, and ultimately the
entire population, by unambiguocusly informing parents that spanking or
other hiteting of children iz never appropriate because, sven though it may

serve to correct an immsdiste problem, it puts the child at risk for

serious medical and other problems later in life.
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Table 1, - Logistic Ragression Analyses*

10-1Y 2029 30+

None Oncs Twice 3-3 69

 Indspendent Varisble logit Cosff. Std. Bxror £ P T§
A. DEFRESSTON (N-4,513) 2 g
Fhysical Punishment .0977 .0221 8.627 .000 g ] ..3
SES -.0190 .0023 -8.091 .000 o g
Cender .5760 .0963 5.982 .000 E 3 E
Ags 10023 0031 27 1231 s 2 é
Parent’s Msrital Violencs 4284 L1191 3.598 .000 -
Wife Asssult 1.0928 .1092 10.001 .000 g 3 Eé
Prinking L1321 .1568 ,842 .200
Constant -1.6896 2181 - -7.854 000 & ‘ MK o
B. SUICIDAL THOUGHTS (E=4,523) g
Physical Punishment .1066 .0357 2.986 ,002
SES ,0017 .0038 645 ,328 g g 3
Gendar .2920 .1577 1.852 .032 3 p
Age - .0095 0059 -1.622 083 |8 E v
Parent’'s Marital Violence 5314 .1801 2,951 .002 og - . - ] > r .
Wife Asssult 1.2760 .1625 7.852 000 K « A & = Ik M -
DPrinking .1857 .2607 172 .220 = >
Constant -3.5218 3675 -9.584 .000

FROBABILITE o |
oOF ALLOROL
ABUBE
PRUBADILITY

or

wire

ASBAULY

C. ALCOHOL ABUSE (N=$,3513)

E. WIFE ASSAULT (N=&,529)

None Once Twice 3-

r

v

69 1019 2029 30+

L4

T

Nooe Once Twice 3-§
PHYSICAL PUNISHMENT DURING TEEN YEARS

e

Physical Punishment .0522 0274 1,904 .028
SES -.0140 .0032 - -5.436 .000
Gender -1.7720 1319 -13.432 .000
Age -.0332 .0046 -7.193 .000
Parent’s Marital Violance .1993 5872 1.268 .102
Wife Asssult .3450 1521 2,268 011 . 4
Depression .1263 1572 .803 .211 , &
Constant 1194 .2647 451 .326 L&
D. CHILD ABUSE (N=2,419) % ] E 3
-
Physical Punishment .1822 .0325 5.624 .000 E s O gE
SES - .0004 .0036 -.107 457 p = é o
Cender .1978 .1633 1.380 .084 B
Age .0001 .0083 .013 495 é R gé
Parent’s Marital Violence 6017 .1620 2.480 .007 =] ’ - ga
Wifse Assasult .8480 1577 5.378 .000
Drinking .2975 12276 1.307 .095 \ i
Constant -2.8062 .383% -7.320 .000 .
3 g i3
g RE
5 5

FIQ 1. - PROBABILITY OF THINKING ABOUT SUICIDE

Physical Punishment .1518 .0231 6.147 .000
SES -.0093 .0026 -31.564 .000
Gender .1592 .1013 1.571 .058 — . ' . , 4
Age -. 0667 .0042 -11.094 .000 2 = § ~ ¢ = 8 n . - ~ -
Parent's Narital Violence .7316 .1183 6.184 .000 $
Drinking .3800 .1487 2,555 .006 5 § o E
Constant -.2386 .2293 -1.040 .149 é ] § e é q ¥
s %8 s § 8

* The N*s vary becsuse of listwise deletion. The N in Part C is reduced becsuss

o -5 “efers only to fanilies with children.

S 21 BEST GOPY AVAILABLE 22




