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Nationally representative survey for Bulgaria 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE RIGHT TO PROTECTION FROM CORPORAL PUNISHMENT IN BULGARIA 

 

 

SUMMARY  

 

The nationally representative survey of the attitudes towards the right to protection from corporal 

punishment in Bulgaria is conducted by NOEMA Agency and assigned by the National Network for 

Children as part of the project CHAPTER: Children Help Movement Against Physical Threatening and 

Emotional Repression, executed by PULSE Foundation, Pernik, in partnership with the National 

Network for Children – Bulgaria, EVRIS – Iceland, UMAR – Portugal and Hope for Children – Cyprus with 

the financial support of the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme of the European Union. 

 

Introduction 

The right of children to protection from corporal punishment has been constituted in international law 

through a series of documents originating from the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (art. 19, 

28.2 and 37). The further legal development and interpretation of this right is found in General 

Comment No. 8 (2006) and General Comment No. 13 (2011) from the Committee on the Rights of the 

Child as well as by a number of European documents, such as the Charter of fundamental rights of the 

European Union (art. 4, 20 and 24), European Convention on Human Rights (art. 3 and 8) and decisions 

by the European Court of Human Rights.  

Still, the understanding and the acceptance of this right from both the public and particular 

representatives of institutions working with children remains questionable. The main negative factors 

are the accumulated public inertia, personal experience from childhood and well as the insufficient 

spread and acceptance of positive educational models from parents at the present moment. Exhausted 

family resources, incomplete families (most often single mothers), disability of a parent, and 

psychiatric disease of the parent or of the child also constitute considerable share of the reasons. 



 

 

Co-funded by 
the European Union 

This publication has been produced with the financial support of the Rights, Equality and 
Citizenship Programme of the European Union. The contents of this publication are the sole 
responsibility of its author and can in no way be taken to reflect the views of the European 
Commission. 
 
Project title: Children Help movement Against Physical Threatening and Emotional 
Repression 
Project number: JUST/2015/RDAP/AG/CORP/9176 

 

Among the other possible factors are disappointment from institutional inaction; incompetence of the 

ones working in the Child Protection Units and lack of information what should be done in a situation 

when someone has witnessed violence against a child.   

In Bulgaria the right to protection from corporal punishment is provided by the Child Protection Act 

(art. 11.2) and the Implementing Regulation on the Child Protection Act (&1.1 и &1.2), the Protection 

against Domestic Violence Act (art. 2), the Penal Code (art. 131.4, art. 137, art. 187) and the Family 

Code (art. 125.2). 

The survey of the attitudes to the right to protection from corporal punishment in Bulgaria is planned 

and executed as an answer to the need for researching the situation in the country in relation to this 

right and for evaluating its development as compared to the situation five years ago with the purpose 

of developing suitable communication messages towards the parents nowadays and future parents in 

Bulgaria. The survey was conducted in the period April – August 2018 and encompasses 614 parents, 

400 young people and future parents and 78 children.  

The examined hypotheses are related to the recognition and the understanding of the rights of the 

child on the side of the parents and the young people, future parents, the recognition and the 

understanding of corporal punishment in terms of reasons and consequences for the children and the 

parents, the way children perceive corporal punishment, the relation between attitudes towards 

corporal punishment and the right to have an opinion and the shaping effective messages.  

 

Main principles 

Sensitivity towards the context – understanding and attention towards the different participants and 

the information shared, in particular in view of the sensitive issue, which is the subject of the survey; 

Anonymity – not sharing information for the participants, which could lead to their recognition; 

Non-discrimination – in the process of preparation, execution and evaluation of the work on the 

current Terms of Reference no discrimination from whatever type is allowed; 

Compliance with the mission, vision and values of the National Network for Children and the Ethical 

Code for working with children; 

Voluntariness - conducting the survey only when there has been consent on the side of the 

respondents, including all groups of children; 

Safety –prioritizing the physical and the psycho-emotional security of the respondents, the researchers 

and all possibly involved persons; 
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Consulting – taking into consideration the statements and the positions of all stakeholders: 

respondents, responsible institutions, contracting party and research team;   

Informing – provision of clear information to the stakeholders in an accessible language for the person 

in question, about all procedures and effects, related to the implementation of the survey. 

 

Aims and tasks of the survey 

Aim 1  

To measure the degree of understanding of the rights of children in general – do children have rights, 

what are these and what do they include; is there an opposition between the rights of the child and 

the rights of parents? 

Tasks: 

 To map different family models on the basis of the understanding of education, punishment 

and corporal punishment.  

 To research various models of internal communication in the family (parents/children) and 

models for conflict resolution within the family.  

Aim 2  

To find out what the attitudes of parents, young people, future parents and children towards the right 

of the child to protection from corporate punishment are as well as what are the socio-cultural 

influences, which form them.  

Tasks: 

 To give a clue of the practical frequency and the types of corporal punishment used by parents 

as an educational measure as well as of the processes before and after its use.  

 To inquire into the attitude towards the understanding for the right to protection from 

corporal punishment in relation to the right to “protection by the state” and the understanding 

for the right to an opinion.  

Aim 3  

To make a comparative analysis with the results from the nationally representative survey conducted 

in 2013. 

Tasks: 
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 To give information related to the main sources of information and knowledge for parenting 

and childhood development (mapping “the authority” on the issues – magazines, media, 

theories, opinion leaders, etc) 

Aim 4  

To identify and approbate messages targeting prevention of the use of corporal punishment. 

Tasks: 

 To examine and consult messages targeting prevention of corporal punishment.  

 

Execution 

The survey begins with research on the context from the point of view of the motivation for one or 

another type of parent behavior and the attitudes towards parenthood as a whole through asking 

questions related to the level of safety and the possible risks that the surrounding environment poses 

to children. Information about the understanding of the rights of children is gathered by using 

qualitative methods through associations with the words “child” and “education”, comparison of the 

differences between the models during the respondents’ childhood and in the present time, intuitive 

selection of visual materials illustrating “good” educational methods and attributive description. 

Information is also gathered by using quantitative methods related to evaluation of the level of 

agreement with statements related to specific child rights – protection from corporal punishment, 

intervention from the state, opinion. Information related to the use of corporal punishment is gathered 

not only through examination of educational models within the family but also through quantitative 

research through self-assessment for agreement/ disagreement with particular educational measures 

and exploration of the alternatives.  

The main conclusions from the survey are the following:  

1. Anxiety levels among parents and young people have increased considerably during the past 5 

years. If in 2013 half of the respondents were people who have assessed their place of residence as 

rather safe for children (from 1 to 4 according to the scale), today they are around 40% (38% among 

parents and 42% among young people). 

The most common risks for children in Bulgaria today, that were identified, are distribution of 

substances (alcohol, cigarettes, and drugs); aggression among children; danger from accidents and 

crashes and poor friendly environment. If 5 years ago aggression between children was completely 
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absent from the list of the most serious risks, today it is ranked first in terms of danger by parents 

together with substance distribution and abuse (54% each) and second by young people (45%). 

2. The child and the education are more and more related to tension and stress rather than to 

happiness and satisfaction. The reasons for this are the greater requirements to parents on how to 

educate in the background of the greater loneliness they feel in this challenge. If at the time when 

today’s parents were children education was perceived as a responsibility of the entire society, today 

it is perceived exclusively as a job for the parents.  In big cities these trends are felt clearer because of 

the more strenuous pace of life and the relatively less help parents get from the extended family.  

Increased anxiety about children and the greater responsibility assigned to parents result in aspiration 

towards greater control over children in all main aspects in their lives.  

It could be said with a great certainty that young people represent themselves as considerably more 

liberal than parents now testify they are. On the one hand it is possible that young people understand 

the risks of the modern times better and that they are confident they would cope with them without 

exercising authoritarian style of parenting. On the other hand it is most likely that parents nowadays 

have also imagined themselves in a different light before the appearance of their children became a 

reality.  

 

3. The survey identifies several different parenting styles. The authoritative style takes the opinion of 

the child and the need for personal freedom and choice into consideration but giving the child space 

for expression does not mean crossing the boundaries of such space, which are put clearly, definitively 

but also with goodwill and tranquility. The liberal, permissive style blurs the boundaries, if there are 

such at all, there are no explicit messages, and it does not give a clear structure and does not orientate 

the child even in situations which suggest definitiveness. Along with the level of freedom, according to 

the understanding of the parent, the level of calmness/tension is another parameter which matters to 

the parenting model. The parents who identify themselves as rather authoritarian and tense are the 

ones who are most prone to practicing corporal punishment. Yet, the simultaneous respect of the 

rights of the child and giving appropriate education is a challenge about which parents generally lack 

enough knowledge, skills and competent help. Parents of younger children and parents who can rely 

on help by members of their extended family for bringing up the children are coping relatively better 

with this challenge and, respectively, the balance is more often in favor of freedom.  

  

4. Communication with children is increasingly having greater value but one can feel more 

conspicuously its deficit. In comparison with the situation only five years ago it is evident that time 
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which parents spend with their children decreases. If 5 years ago around half of the parents have spent 

maximum 4-5 hours with their children in a working day, now this share is more than 70% and one 

third of the parents dedicate no more than three hours. Communication with their children takes the 

smallest part of parents’ time – around 14-15%. The inability of parents to communicate with their 

children results in both harmful practices, such as isolation and ignorance, and inability on the side of 

children to adequately communicate their needs and emotions. 43% of the parents think that the 

unwanted behavior of children is an attempt for imposing their will on their parents. The share of 

parents who believe that their children simply copy other children is similar. However 35% of parents 

explain this with the need for more attention and communication. 

At the same time 94% of parents think that it is important for the child to be heard and almost the 

same share – 92% - that children have to be encouraged to express their opinion. In practice this turns 

out to be difficult – almost two thirds of parents think children can decide by themselves what to wear 

only after they turn 11. The percentage of parents who believe that that children can decide by 

themselves what to study only after turning 16 or even after turning 18 is similar – 68%. As compared 

to 2013 when around half of the parents shared such an opinion. In general, for a period of 5 years, 

more and more parents as well as young people without children think that children can take decisions 

at a later age.  

 

5. Even though using corporal punishment decreases, they remain widespread.  Around two thirds of 

parents at some point have used corporal punishment and other traumatizing practices, such as 

spatial isolation, non-interference in case of danger of injury, causing discomfort through standing in 

an uncomfortable position or causing pepperiness. The share of parents who systematically use such 

practices is around one fourth.  

Even though two thirds of parents share that they have hit their child the trends in the attitudes 

towards the child and the education are not one-sided. As a whole, parents are less inclined to share 

extreme statements and consider and are better aware of the effects of one statement or another in 

practice. More and more parents consider the harmful consequences of corporal punishment and, 

respectively, perceive the use of corporal punishment and other traumatizing practices in a negative 

way. Attitudes towards corporal punishment are changing to more moderate and less controversial 

ones, but remain largely conservative. It is alarming that "hard" adherents of corporal punishment 

have a constant share of parents nowadays and future parents. 
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6. The more traumatic from the point of view of parents the methods used are, the more often they 

are dictated by emotional motives – from 24 to 38% of parents mention emotional reasons for using 

corporal punishment. About 30% of parents mention anger and insult as reasons for applying 

corporal punishment. Shame and fear of loss of control over the upbringing are also commonplace. 

"Educational" methods causing emotional harm to children, such as insults, constant yelling, 

depreciation and underestimation, are perceived by respondents as significantly more traumatic and 

shameful than corporal punishment. This, along with the lack of public acceptance, is one of the 

reasons why such practices are used more often at home than in public places. 

 

7. Apart from parents, similar practices are applied by other “educators”, such as grandparents, 

brothers, sisters, older children, strangers and, last but not least, people working in institutions for 

raising and educating children.   

Children recognize corporal punishment as a humiliating and painful educational measure. Three 

fourths of children, who have experienced at least one of the most widespread forms of punishment 

share that this has caused them pain and nearly two thirds describe the level of pain as medium or 

strong. The most frequent emotions when experiencing these forms shared by children are fear and 

sadness. 

 

8. The institutional environment also does not cope well with eliminating corporal or similar forms of 

punishment. The accounts of children and parents in this relation are undoubted. The survey confirms 

that such practices are widespread at school and in the kindergartens: 41% of children have fallen 

victims to verbal violence, 22% of corporal punishment, such as hitting or causing pain, and 14% have 

been punished by being ignored.  

As a result, there is a collapse in confidence to the state as a legitimate agent guaranteeing children's 

rights. The share of parents and young people who would call 112 in a situation of child abuse has 

decreased with 22-30%; state institutions are not recognized as agents that support parents in 

delivering positive education.  

Still, the negative attitude towards the role of the state does not mean negative attitude towards the 

role of society. One could witness a decrease in negative attitudes towards intervention of 

bystanders and reporting cases of violence against children – while in 2013 80% believed that other 

people’s intervention in family matters leads to troubles, in 2018 this percentage has decreased to 
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56. There are clear expectations about the emergence of organizations and institutions that would 

support parents in the educational process.  

 

9. Strenuous everyday life, deficit of time and adequate support are the prerequisites for 

misunderstanding the causes of unwanted behavior of children and, as a result, for the inadequate 

parental response to this behavior. Around two thirds (67%) of parents report of systematic problems 

they have with their children and 89% share they have had a problem. At the same time only 30% 

from parents have searched for information about resolving a problem with a child. Around 5-6% can 

name a specific organization or institution that helps children. 

The public institutions that potentially participate in supporting the educational process are not 

recognized as beneficial to parents but as indifferent to the need for support or rather sanctioning 

rather than assisting. 

 

10. According to the respondents, the characteristics of good education of children at the same time 

pose the greatest challenges to parents. They are related to: 

 Unity, consistency, unified approach. At first glance, this challenge is the greatest for parents 

who raise their children together, but do not agree or have a good enough synchronicity on 

the principles of upbringing. The same applies, however, to divorced parents, parents who 

raise their children in a household with members of the extended family, as well as to single 

parents who raise their children completely independently. This principle relates to teaching 

children the rules and not allowing them to determine where the boundaries between what is 

allowed and what is not pass. 

 Personal example. A crucial principle, which was mentioned in one form or another in all 

discussions. For some of the participants it is one of the first associations with the word 

“education”. It ensures the smooth and non-conflictual learning of habits among children. 

 Peaceful approach without getting on someone’s nerves. Albeit important, this principle is 

mentioned in individual cases. Most of the parents share chat children intentionally get on 

their nerves so that they deviate from an unwanted responsibility or to get what they want. 

Only a few of them give examples of positive approach in such situations. The principle is 

important for respecting the rules imposed by parents in a relatively soft and non-violent way. 

 Adequate reaction to the challenges of the environment. This is the topic which worries to 

the biggest extent the participating in the discussions parents and they devote to it the most 
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attention and time. It is related to the development of the vital signs and value system of 

children. Main source of worrying are the commercialization of the society and the domination 

of material values in the friendly and media environment, the deterioration of teacher’s 

authority and the numerous examples of unpunished rule violations by representatives of 

higher-ranking economic and power levels. 

 Correct evaluation of and timely reaction to inadequate behavior. It is related to the reaction 

to the challenges of the environment and building moral reference points.  

 Attention, balance in making compromises, good evaluation of when and about what one 

can succumb to the child. Parents share that it is not always easy to find the right path 

between respect and compliance with the child’s wish and standing to rules and decisions that 

are responsibilities of the adults. 

 Balancing between providing carefree childhood and learning to take responsibility. 

 

11. As far as surveying messages that would influence parents in relation to child education and the 

use of corporal punishment is concerned, the research shows that shaming or instructive messages 

are not working. In addition, it is necessary for the message to target not only increasing sensitivity but 

also to give possible alternatives.  

 

Conclusion 

In this context the survey demonstrates there is a change in understanding the rights of the child from 

the point of view of perceiving the child as an independent person. There is also a change in relation 

to the sensitivity towards corporal punishment and understanding the harmful effects it brings.  

At the same time, the need for greater control, driven by parents’ fears for their children and their 

perception that they have to assume the role of the most important guarantor for the rights of their 

own children is among the reasons for using corporal punishment.  

The major challenge is the lack of educational models which could replace corporal punishment as well 

as the lack of knowledge and, to a certain extent, the lack of trust towards the places where one could 

get parenting help and support. The future actions in this relation have to target support to parents 

and communication of alternative educational ways.   


