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Voices of Children is a national representative survey carried out by Market LINKS Agency. The 
survey was completed over the period from January to February 2017 and it was commissioned by 
UNICEF Bulgaria.

The objective is to study the attitudes of children and young people in Bulgaria to a wide range of 
topics: how happy they are, how they feel at school and at home, to what extent they are integrated 
in today’s society, whether they use psychoactive substances, how safe they feel, how informed they 
are, how familiar with their rights they are, what they expect from politicians, how they see their future.  

This Voices of Children survey follows the design of Young Voices, one of the largest international 
surveys held among 15 200 children and young people from Western, Central and Southeastern 
Europe, the Baltic countries, former Yugoslavia, Western CIS, and the countries in the Caucasus 
region and Central Asia in 2001. At that time, the Bulgarian sample included 400 children and young 
people divided into two age groups: 9 to 13 and 14 to 17 years of age. 

The application of an identical methodology ensures the comparability of the results of the two surveys 
and makes it possible to trace out the dynamic patterns of the attitudes of children and young people 
in Bulgaria over the period from 2001 to 2017. 

The analysis of Voices of Children pursues yet another objective, i.e. to help the development of 
proposals for interventions, programmes and policies and the planning of advocacy campaigns aimed 
at improving the wellbeing of children and young people in Bulgaria by presenting their opinions and 
views on fundamental life issues. 

INTRODUCTION
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

The Voices of Children survey is representative of children and young people aged 9 to 17. It was 
conducted from 30 January to 13 February 2017 and its method was the direct face-to-face interview.  

The sample was developed on the basis of a sampling frame of 576 200 children and young people 
in the 9 to 17 age bracket. Boys accounted for 51.6% and girls for 48.4%. A total of 16.9% of the 
sampling frame lived in Sofia, 56.4% lived in urban areas and 26.7% in rural areas (NSI data as of 31 
December 2016).1

The surveyed group consisted of 585 respondents of 9 to 17 years of age, out of whom 402 respondents 
represented the national sample and 183 respondents were in the booster sample (60 children from 
ethnic minority groups, 61 children in institutional care and 62 children with disabilities). 

Children with disabilities accounted for 10.6% of the surveyed group, while children in institutional 
care were 10.4% and 10.3% were children belonging to ethnic minority groups.

The social and demographic characteristics of the surveyed samples are set out in Tables 1 and 2 
below. 

Table 1: General sample: social and demographic characteristics

Sample %
Nationally representative 402 respondents 68.7%

Children in institutional care 61 respondents 10.4%

Children with disabilities 62 respondents 10.6%

Children belonging to ethnic minorities 60 respondents 10.3%

Total 585 respondents 100%

Gender
Boys 49.9%
Girls 50.1%

Age
9-11 years 36.9%
12-14 years 37.3%
15-17 years 25.8%

Place of residence/Area

City of Sofia 12.6%
City 15.4%
Town 49.6%
Village 22.4%

Family/institutional care

With two biological parents 69%
With mother 13%
With father 3%
With another adult/guardian/trustee 4%
At an institution 10%

1  NSI, Population by regions, age, residence and gender/data as of May 2017
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METHODOLOGICAL NOTE

Table 2: Booster sample2: social and demographic characteristics

Social and demographic characteristics  

Children  
belonging to 

ethnic minorities

%

Children in 
institutional 

care

%

Children 
with 

disabilities

%

Gender
Boys 49.9% 50.8% 50%
Girls 50.1% 49.2% 50%

Age 9-11 years 48.3% 59% 51.6%
12-14 years 51.7% 41% 48.4%

Place of 
residence/Area

City of Sofia 6.7% 8.2% 8.1%
City 11.7% 16.4% 21%
Town 75% 62.3% 64.5%
Village 6.7% 13.1% 6.5%

Ethnicity 
Bulgarian 8.3% - 83.9%
Turkish 16.7% - 3.2%
Roma 65% - 4.8%
Roma of Turkish origin 8.3% - 1.6%
Bulgarian Muslim - - 1.6%

Type of 
disability/
behavioral 
issues 

Physical disabilities - - 35.5%
Mental disabilities - - 33.9%
Learning difficulties - - 27.4%
Behavioral issues - - 14.5%
Chronic condition (asthma, 
diabetes, etc.)

- - 12.9%

Another type of disability - - 9.7%

•	 Selection process to reach the nationally representative sample

The nationally representative sample was obtained in a multi-stage, cluster and random sampling 
process. It was stratified by regions and types of residence (capital city, city, town or village). The 
supplementary augmented (booster) sample of disadvantaged children was proportionally distributed 
by regions. 

To ensure the random choice of households and respondents, each interviewer was assigned a 
starting location in the cluster for which the interviewer was responsible. The starting location in cities 
and towns was assigned by Market LINKS, while the starting location in villages was the main square 
of the village. Then the interviewer listed the addresses in the cluster, beginning with the starting 
location. The addresses that the interviewer visited, no matter whether an interview was actually 
conducted or only a contact was established and an interview was attempted, were listed in a special 
form entitled Route Report. 

When a contact was established with a household at any of the addresses visited during the random 
walk, the interviewer established whether a child aged 9 to 17 years lived there. If the household 
2  The list of institutions where children in institutional care were interviewed is given in 

Appendix 1.



2017 7
SURVEY OF THE OPINION OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN BULGARIA

РЕЗЮМЕ

had two or more children in the 9 to 17 age bracket, the interviewee was selected on the basis of the 
“most recent birthday” method, i.e. the child who had celebrated his or her birthday most recently 
was selected for the interview. That was the way to ensure random selection also in the choice of 
interviewees within households. 

The detailed report on the fieldwork is given in Appendix 2. 

That approach was not applied to socially disadvantaged children (children from ethnic minority 
groups, children in institutional care and children with disabilities). Their representation in the sample 
was achieved through supplementary augmented samples (boosters) which were proportionally 
distributed by regions. 

The nationally representative sample of 402 children and young people aged between 9 and 17 years 
was established by visiting a total of 1 153 addresses, in one-third of which complete interviews were 
conducted. That accounted for 34.7% of all households which were visited. 

No interviews were held at 11.6% of the household addresses with children aged between 9 and 17 
years that were visited for the following reasons: absence of the child for a longer period of time, e.g. 
during school holidays; absence of the parent/guardian/trustee who was to give his or her consent 
with the interview of the child and have a separate interview; refusal to participate in the interview by 
the parent and/or the child; failure to come to the appointment. 

At four in ten addresses that were visited (38.2%), it turned out that the families living there had no 
children in the 9 to 17 age bracket. 

The non-residential properties that were on the list of the “random route”, e.g. second homes, summer 
houses, office buildings, administrative buildings, etc., accounted for 4% of all addresses that were 
visited, while 11.3% were inaccessible addresses located in a remote or dangerous area or in a 
closed-type compound.

Chart 1: Addresses visited and formation of the nationally representative sample 
(402 children)

METHODOLOGICAL NOTE
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•	 Tools 

The following tools were used in the survey: a guide to interviewers, a semi-structured questionnaire 
for children and adolescents (duration of some 45 to 50 minutes, including questions asked by the 
interviewer and sections to be filled in by the child), a questionnaire for the parents and adults taking 
care of the children and adolescents (duration of approximately 5 minutes, demographic questions) 
and a coding sheet/show card. 

The questionnaire for children and young people was of the face-to-face type, consisting of closed 
and open-ended questions. Some questions allowed more than one answer. 

The questionnaire was pre-tested with five children (a 10-year-old boy, a 12-year-old girl, a 17-year-
old girl, an 11-year-old boy from an ethnic minority group and a 10-year-old disabled girl).  

The analysis of the feedback, the impressions of the behavior and the non-verbal communication 
with the children revealed that the questionnaire had to be optimized. Therefore some questions were 
removed, others were reworded and some additional questions were included on the topics in which 
children were more interested.

METHODOLOGICAL NOTE
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3.1. SELF-ASSESSMENT 

Happiness is a fundamental human value which is most frequently based on wellbeing and the quality 
of life. Typically, the attempts at describing it relate happiness to the feeling of pleasure, the sense of 
belonging to a community, and the commitment to the things that are done. The interrelationship of 
these three key components makes the feeling of happiness sustainable. 

However, happiness is primarily a subjective and intuitive feeling in children and they associate it with 
moments of positive experiences in their personal life. 

Therefore the answers to the question “Would you say that most of the time you feel happy, unhappy, 
neither happy/nor unhappy?” should be considered in a broader context of meanings: on the one 
hand, they result from positive emotions and pleasures experienced by the children and, on the other 
hand, they are projections of their overall physical, mental and emotional condition. 

The majority of the Bulgarian children (81%) say that they feel happy. Age, gender, area and ethnic 
origin do not feature among the factors which largely determine the feeling of happiness. 

Nevertheless, the survey registered certain, albeit insignificant, differences. The share of happy girls, 
for instance, is seven percentage points larger than that of happy boys (85%:77%), while children of 
9 to 11 years of age are more often happy than those who are 12 to 14 years or 15 to 17 years old. 

The distribution by area reveals that rural children are happier than urban children, in particular those 
who live in smaller towns (85%:77%). The differences in the feeling of happiness in this case could be 
explained with some specificities of the urban and rural environment, which have an impact on life as 
a whole and have a bearing on the children’s self-assessment of happiness. 

Rural children, for instance, live in a closer environment which suggests certain conservatism of 
values and behavior. This minimizes stress and anxiety levels and evokes the feeling of predictability. 
Children living in smaller towns (other than regional centres) who say that they feel happy account 
for the smallest share of the total sample. A possible explanation lies in the lower standards of living 
(lower income levels, higher unemployment rates) which enhance the feeling of uncertainty and even 
the sense of stalemate in parents first and then affect the quality of life and the feeling of happiness 
of children. 

The share of children in institutional care who say that they are happy is 22 percentage points smaller 
than the result in the general sample.

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN
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Chart 2:  “Let us talk about your life as a whole. Would you say that you feel happy 
most of the time?” (distribution by groups of respondents)  

The comparison of the results of this survey to the 2001 data reveals an increase of 22 
percentage points of the share of children who say that they are happy. The share of those 
who hesitate was reduced by half from 34% in 2001 to 17% in 2017.  

The sharp increase of the share of respondents who feel happy can be explained with the 
overall increase of the quality of life in Bulgaria, which is reflected also in the feeling of 
happiness among children.  

Chart 3: “Let us talk about your life as a whole. Would you say that most often you 
feel…

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN

Happy 81%
59%

17%
34%
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Neither happy, nor unhappy
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66%
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How often do children feel happy? 
Most children feel happy most of the time. One in five children is happy only sometimes. 

The distribution by area shows that children living in the capital city feel happy most frequently 
(87%) followed by rural children (78%). The comparison to the 2001 data reveals an increase of 24 
percentage points of the share of rural children, as only 53 % of them declared that they felt happy 
most of the time in 2001. 

In terms of area, the lowest share of children saying that they are happy most of the time (74%) are 
those living in a smaller town. 

A more thorough study of life in Bulgarian towns would probably identify the factors of the world 
outlook, attitudes to life and self-esteem and would outline a more distinct profile of this group of urban 
children. 

The comparison to the 2001 survey comes to show an increase by 14 percentage points of the share 
of children who feel happy most of the time and a decrease by 9 percentage points of those who say 
that they are happy only sometimes. 

Chart 4: Frequency of happiness “And would you say that you feel happy…

 

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN

Most of the time 

Only sometimes 

Almost never/never 

Do not know/No answer
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In 2017, the share of children with disabilities who said that they were happy most of the time 
was 61 percent. 

The lowest level of answers about the frequency of happiness among the various groups of 
children polled is again registered among children in institutional care. Only 43% of them say 
that they are happy most of the time. 
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3.2. MOMENTS WHEN CHILDREN FEEL HAPPY 

Children feel happy when they are with their friends and their family, when they play, when they get 
good marks at school or when they are on the internet. 

The time spent with the family ranks first among the spontaneous answers. However, the sum total of 
all answers reveals that the time which children spend with their friends accounts for a larger share.   

Chart 5: Which were the moments or cases when you felt happy?

•	 Being with friends

Being with friends is the most stimulating source of happiness for 85% of the children polled. 

The more children grow, the more important friends become in their life. This can be seen in the 
results of the survey - the share of young people who feel happy among their friends increases with 
their age from 77% among those aged 9 to 11 years through close to 85% among those in the 12 to 
14 age bracket to almost 95% among those who are 15 to 17 years of age.  

The moments spent with friends are a source of happiness for one in nine children (87%) who live in 
a village and for approximately 84% of those who live in the capital city, other cities or towns. 

The circle of friends is the most important factor that has an impact on the happiness of children in 
institutional care; 85% of them state that they are happy when they spend their time with friends.  

•	 Being with family

Being with family is identified as a source of happiness by 74% of all respondents.  They see the 
family as the epitome of emotional and material support, care, security, affection, attention and 
understanding. 

The gender distribution reveals almost equal shares of girls and boys who feel happy when they are 
with the family. There exist no substantial differences in the distribution by area either: 77% percent of 
children in the capital city, 76% of rural children, 73% of children living in cities and 72% of children in 

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN
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towns say that the time spent with the family is a source of happiness. 

Although not identified as a key factor, the family structure influences the child’s feeling of happiness. 
Those who live in a full family with two parents feel happier than children living in incomplete families. 
77% of the children who live only with their mother and 67% of those who live only with the father say 
that they are happy. 

The respondents in the nationally representative sample rank the family as a source of happiness 
second after being with friends. Conversely, children with disabilities find the moments spent with the 
family to be more important that the time spent with friends. 

The supportive family environment is a basic prerequisite for the happiness of children. It is even 
more important, in some sense, than the health condition, at least for children. The comparison of the 
answers given by children in institutional care and children with disabilities to the question how often 
they feel happy comes to prove this hypothesis. 

Children with disabilities are happy more often than those in institutional care. The difference of 
almost 20 percentage points between the former and the latter (61%:43%) leads to the conclusion 
that the affection and care which children with disabilities receive set off, to a certain extent, their 
poor health condition, while the lack of a family affects the overall feeling of happiness of children in 
institutional care. 

The lack of a family and of a permanent relationship with parents brings about deficits, including 
emotional ones, which apparently cannot be set off by the institutional care. For this reason, children 
in institutional care rank low the time spent with the family in the tentative ranking of the moments 
when they feel happy. Being with family ranks lower as a source of happiness than being with friends, 
playing, positive experiences with another child or an adult, doing well in school and the time spent 
on the internet. Only one-third of the children in institutional care say that they are happy when they 
are with their family. 

The data set out in Chart 5 support the hypothesis that children in complete families are happier than 
the others: the share of children living in complete families with both biological parents and feeling 
happy most of the time is greater than the share of those living with a stepmother/foster mother, foster 
father, grandparents or other relatives, or living in institutional care.  

 
Chart 6:  Frequency of happiness depending on the family structure among children 
with disabilities and children in institutional care: “I feel happy most of the time”

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN?
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HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN

•	 Free time and playing

Every other Bulgarian child, be in a girl or a boy, feels happy when playing. As the age increases, 
the share of children who identify playing as a source of happiness decreases. Playing is a source of 
happiness for 74% of children aged 9 to 11 years, while this share falls to 49% for the 12 to 14 age 
bracket and to 19% for young people aged 15 to 17 years.  

The descending trend can be explained with other pass times and interests that prevail over playing 
and with the increasing number of tasks which young people have. 

The happiest with playing are children with disabilities (65%) followed by children belonging to ethnic 
minorities (63%), children in institutional care (51%) and the children from the nationally representative 
sample (46%) come last.

•	 Time spent on the internet 

The time on the internet is associated with positive emotions for one in four children. The share of 
boys who feel happy when they are on the internet is 13 percentage points higher than that of girls 
(44%:31%). 

The more they grow, the more important the access to the worldwide web becomes. One in three 
children aged 9 to 11 years feels happy on the internet (31%). The share of those aged 12 to 14 is 
38%, reaching 46% with the 15 to 17 age bracket.

Chart 7: Can you describe the moments or occasions when you felt happy? (all 
answers/show card)

The data from the 2001 and 2017 surveys point to some common attitudes of children to the times 
when they feel happy. 

 Bulgarian children are happy most often when they are with their friends. Still, friends became 
a much more powerful factor of happiness in 2017 as compared to 2001. This can be seen in 
the increase by 23 percentage points of the share of respondents who identify being with their 
friends as a source of happiness.  

 The substantial share of respondents who place friends on top of the list of factors of happiness 
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is a sign of much greater socialization of Bulgarian children in comparison to 2001.  

 The family ranked second as a condition for happiness in both 2001 and 2017. In 2001, only 
45% of Bulgarian children indicated being with family as a source of happiness. The 2017 
survey registered the greatest increase in that respect since the share of children indicating the 
family as a factor of their happiness was 30 percentage points larger than that in 2001. 

 The data illustrate a change of children’s attitudes to the family, which can be explained with 
the gradual advancement of a communication model and relationships in the family that were 
different from those in 2001. A new type of relationships was established between parents and 
children on the basis of more mutual trust, sharing, commitment and support. 

 Getting excellent grades at school, which is only one aspect of school life, does not feature as a 
major factor of happiness. Notwithstanding the slight increase in comparison to 2001, only 48% 
of the children polled say that they feel happy when they get excellent grades. 

 One of the most important conclusions of the 2001 survey was that “the school is the main 
social environment of Bulgarian children… Their time is filled mostly with schooling and many 
children are passive in their free time. One in three children associates happiness with free/
leisure time” ”3. The 2017 survey reveals a changed ranking – leisure time/time spent in playing 
ranks third, whereas school as a factor of happiness of children ranks in the fourth place. This 
comes to show a change over a period of 16 years: leisure time activities of children have 
become a more important source of happiness than school.  

 Special attention should be paid to the internet among the factors influencing children’s 
happiness. Bulgarian children belong to the generation of “digital natives”4 who find the use of 
digital technologies to be something perfectly natural: almost one in four children states that he 
or she is happy on the internet. The expansion of the internet is reflected in all walks of their life, 
including the feeling of happiness.

3.3. MOMENTS WHEN CHILDREN FEEL UNHAPPY 

Over a half of the respondents say that they are most unhappy when they are fallen out with friends. 

These moments are harder experience for respondents of 15 to 17 years of age. This is easy to 
explain, as friends become more important and relevant with age and children share and compare 
their emotions and experiences with friends.  Girls have harder experience in times when they are 
fallen out with friend in comparison to boys (59%:53%). 

Most of the children polled declare that the times when their parents scold or punish them and when 
they perform poorly at school are also a source of negative emotions and make them feel unhappy. 

Some 18% of children and young people of 9 to 17 years of age are worried when they have no 
money. This is stated most frequently by the respondents in the top age bracket. The lack of money 
causes worries more often among young residents of Sofia (27%) than residents of cities (21%), 
villages (20%) and towns (15%). Approximately 28% of children belonging to ethnic minorities admit 
that they are worried by the lack of money.

The available data do not provide a reliable basis to trace out some relationship of dependence 
between the monthly income per family member and the children’s feeling of happiness. The reasons 
are that, firstly, there is a significant share (27%) of the parents who refuse to disclose the monthly 

3  Young Voices, 2001, pp. 16-17.

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN?
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income per family member or find it difficult to estimate it and, secondly, because of the proximity 
of numbers (88% of the children in families in which the average monthly disposable income per 
household member is up to BGN 200, almost the same percentage, 87 percent, are happy with 
income levels ranging between BGN 201 and BGN 300, and also between BGN 301 and 400. The 
share of respondents whose income levels range between BGN 501 and 600 and who say that they 
are happy is 91% and 82% of those with income above BGN 601 declare that they are happy).  

Table 3: Children and adolescents feel unhappy when:

they fall out with a friend or a classmate 56%
their parents scold or reproach them 47%
they are doing badly at school 45%  
they are punished 36%
they have problems at home 29%
they are reprimanded by a teacher 27%
something bad happens to another child or to an adult 23%
they have no money 18.
they are alone 15%

The answers of children in institutional care do not differ from those of the children in the 
nationally representative sample. They, too, put the times when they are fallen out with friends 
on top of the list of sources of unhappiness. One in three children from the group of children 
in institutional care points out the bad attitude of teachers (“when a teacher scolds me”), the 
time “when something bad happens to other children or to adults” and when they feel lonely 
as moments of unhappiness. 21% percent of children in institutional care say that they are not 
happy when they do not perform well at school. 

The comparison of data reveals that the attitudes of Bulgarian children underwent a change 
from 2001 to 2017. 

Table 4: When do you feel most unhappy? 

Problems/falling 
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Problems/falling 
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In 2001, they felt most unhappy due to problems at school (difficulties, exams, poor relationships with 
teachers), whereas the topmost causes of unhappiness in 2017 were the problems and falling out with 
friends. The share of children indicating that reason for feeling unhappy increased 4.5 times.

The problems and falling out with parents rank second as a source of unhappiness for Bulgarian 
children today. In 2001, the children stating that reason were twice less in number. 

School, which was the most frequent source of unhappiness in 2001, ranked third in 2017.  

The comparative analysis reveals that over a period of 16 years substantial changes occurred in the 
children’s attitudes to the importance and role of friends, the family and the school as sources of both 
positive and negative emotions. 

These results are a sign of re-prioritization of values and a new understanding of what is important in 
children’s lives. Obviously, the school, although still featuring in the top three, has moved lower in the 
“ranking” of happiness and unhappiness. At the same time, the circle of friends and the family have 
turned into major determinants of the feelings of both happiness and unhappiness for children today. 

As well as the moments which make them unhappy, the respondents point to the situations which 
they are most worried about. 

First and foremost, these are the problems in the family and, secondly, doing badly at school. 

These situations provoke worries most frequently also among children in institutional care. It should 
be noted that some 15% of the children in institutional care and 12% of the children in the general 
sample declare explicitly that they are worried also about violence. 

There are differences in the attitudes of children between 2001 and 2017 with regard to the cases of 
unhappiness and the identification of situations which make them worry. 

The main source of concern for the children was the existence of problems at school and in the family 
and the problems with friends were specified as a source of unhappiness only by urban children in 
2001, whereas in 2017 the top cause of concern was the existence of problems in the family (55%) 
and the second cause was doing badly at school (42%). One in three children in institutional care also 
declares that problems in the family and at school are a cause of concern. 

HOW HAPPY ARE BULGARIAN CHILDREN?
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HOW DO CHILDREN 
FEEL AT SCHOOL
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4.1. SHARE OF RESPONDENTS WHO GO TO SCHOOL

The data from this survey reveals that 98% of the children who are 9 to 17 years of age go to school. 
However, this is in stark contrast with the official statistics of the National Statistical Institute (NSI) 
on the number of children who do not attend school and fall into the category of early school leavers 
(ESL).

Chart 8: Share of ESL in Bulgaria and EU-28, 2013 - 2016

 
Source: NSI and Eurostat

Since 2012 the trend has been towards steady growth of the share of early school leavers, reaching 
the peak of 13.8% in 2016. There are many reasons for the early school leaving but the biggest group 
is that of children who have left the country.

The discrepancy between the data from the survey and the official statistics should be taken into 
consideration, especially in the analysis of the answers related to the children’s attitude to school. The 
results can be extrapolated only to those children who are involved in the formal secondary education 
system. 

4.2. MOTIVATION TO LEARN

Children attend school for different reasons that can be broadly categorized into two large groups. 

The first group of motivation consists of statements like “I go to school to learn/to be educated/to gain 
knowledge”, “to have a profession”, “to be a well-educated and cultured person”, “because I like it”. 
This motivation implies a conscious sense of duty, an inner need and desire. 

The other groups covers the external motivation “I go to school because I have to/it’s an obligation”, 
i.e. if I do not go to school, I will be punished, there will be bad consequences for me, etc. 
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Chart 9: What is the main reason for you to go to school?

The results of the survey come to show that eight out of ten children go to school because they want to 
learn and to gain knowledge. They understand that the school is an important institution and that the 
acquisition of knowledge is an important precondition for successful self-fulfillment. This motivation is 
more common among girls than among boys (86%:79%).

Every other child believes that going to school is a precondition for having a profession and 39% say 
that schooling is important because it educates and shapes the culture of behavior. One-third of the 
children polled are of the opinion that the school will help them acquire a certain social status. 36% of 
the respondents declare that they go to school because they like it. 

The distribution of answers by groups of respondents shows that the motivation “I go to school to 
acquire knowledge and a profession” is most relevant to the children belonging to ethnic minority 
groups.

The answers of children in institutional care reveal their determination to use the school as a tool to 
change their own life. Only 6.8% of them say that they go to school because they have to and 16.9% 
go to school because it is an obligation. 

One in ten children from the general sample declares that he or she goes to school because he or she 
has to. One in three says that it is an obligation. This is indicative of a shift of focus of the motivation 
and an alarming symptom of growing alienation of children from school. 

Furthermore, the comparison to the 2001 data shows that if at that time “15% of Bulgarian children 
are greatly alienated from school and perceive it as external coercion, i.e. “because I have to”, “they 
make go to school”, “I have no choice”, “my parents make me go there” 5, the number of children who 
shared the same views was doubled in 2017.

This hypothesis is corroborated also through the answers to the preceding questions, which ranked 
the school as an important factor of happiness or unhappiness of children lower than in 2001. 

The results reveal unequivocally that children do not accept that the school as an institution is the 
most important factor of their happiness or unhappiness.

5  Young Voices, 2001, p. 19.
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HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT SCHOOL

4.3. RELATIONSHIPS WITH TEACHERS 

Most children declare that they have good and very good relationships with their teachers.   

The age and the area produce a certain impact on the relationships with teachers. Younger children 
aged 9 to 11 years and those living in smaller communities are more prepared to assess their 
relationships with teachers as very good and good than elder children and those living in the capital 
city or in cities. 

As age grows, the nuances of the assessment of the relationships between students and their teachers 
tend to change. Students in the elder age group tend to reduce the assessment from “very good” to 
“good”. 

A positive assessment (very good or good) of the personal relationships with teachers is given by 
approximately 90% of children aged 9 to 11 years and 82% of respondents aged 12 to 17 years.  This 
is a natural process – the more they grow, the more demanding, critical and thorough young people 
become. 

Girls are in very good relationships with their teachers more often than boys (38%:34%).

The 2017 data reproduce the trends typical of 2001. At that time, too, Bulgarian children declared that 
they maintained good and very good relations with their teachers. The distribution by gender and age 
is similar in the two surveys of 2001 and 2017.  

In 2001, only 3% of the respondents assessed their relationships with their teachers as bad and very 
bad. In 2017, that percentage was even lower (1%). The reasons pointed out by the respondents 
(although on a very narrow base) relate to the claims that teachers demand too much, they are not 
helpful, they harass students, they give too much homework, they do not behave well, or they do not 
listen to students’ opinions. 

Chart 10:  How do you assess your relationships with your teachers?
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HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT SCHOOL

4.4. RELATIONSHIPS WITH CLASSMATES

Some 86% of students assess their personal relationships with their classmates as good or 
very good.  The distribution by gender does not reveal any substantial difference in attitudes 
but, generally, girls tend to have less problems in communication than boys have. 

Approximately 2% of pupils believe that their relationships with their classmates are bad or 
very bad.  Although the base is very narrow, the reasons that are pointed out in this respect 
include bad attitude, insults, unwillingness to play together, bullying, lack of understanding, 
unwillingness to help. 

Children in institutional care maintain good and very good relationships with their classmates. 
Few are those in institutional care and also in the general sample, who say that their relations 
are bad and very bad because their classmates behave badly and insult them.  

The data from the survey confirm the attitudes to the relationships with the classmates, which 
were registered in the 2001 Young Voices survey. The majority of children in both surveys 
declare that their relationships are good and very good.    

4.5. PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN IN THE DISCUSSION OF SCHOOL ISSUES 

The question “Is it easy or difficult for you to discuss students’ problems and needs at your 
school?” makes it possible for children’s school life to be examined from two perspectives. 
On the one hand, the answers reveal the degree to which children are proactive and take 
the initiative in the discussion of various school-related issues. On the other hand, they are 
indicative of the existence of preconditions for this to happen at Bulgarian schools.  

Chart 11: How easy or difficult is it for you to discuss students’ problems and needs 
at your school? (Show card, answers are read out to the respondent. One answer)
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Most respondents say that it is easy or very easy for them to discuss various school issues. Only 7% 
find this to be difficult. 

Although with different numerical values, the trend is the same in the different groups of respondents. 

Among children in institutional care it is easy and very easy to discuss school issues for 55 % and it 
is difficult and very difficult for 14 percent.   

This comes to illustrate that Bulgarian schools have an established democratic order that enables 
children to freely raise and discuss various issues. The good communication with the teachers and 
the classmates is the main prerequisite for the active participation of children in discussions related 
to school life. One in four children believes that the participation in discussions is also a matter of 
personal characteristics: those who are not shy and have higher self-esteem express their opinions 
and participate much more actively than more timid children.  

The few respondents who find it difficult to discuss school problems are not able to spell out a specific 
reason for their passive conduct or they are not willing to reply.  Still, some 18% state that they are not 
active because “their teachers do not listen to them”. 

The comparison of the answers to the question “Is it easy or difficult for you to discuss students’ 
problems and needs at your school?” in 2001 and 2017 makes it clear that over those 16 years 
the share of children discussing problems at school easily and very easily was increased by 12 
percentage points, while the share of those who find it difficult was cut by half. 

At least two conclusions follow from these data:  

 Firstly, present-day children have higher self-esteem and confidence than their peers back in 
2001. Today they are much more active in the discussion of various issues in school and they 
expect their opinion to be heard and respected. Their active stance is due also to the fact that 
they are well informed, they are better aware of their rights, and they are prepared to defend 
these rights.  

 Secondly, the school environment is very different today. The fact that most respondents find it 
easy and very easy to discuss school issues means that today’s Bulgarian school is much more 
tolerant than it was 16 years ago to dialogue and the right of children to freely express their 
opinion on issues that matter to them. 

The answers to the question “If you had the opportunity to say what you really think, what would you 
tell your teachers about school?” could be interpreted as a snapshot of what is going on at Bulgarian 
schools today from the perspective of children.  

They give a positive assessment of their relationships with their teachers and classmates and they are 
satisfied, as a whole, with what is going on in school.  

At the same time, however, they voice their criticism with regard to teaching methods, the curriculum, 
the school organization, and the requirements of teachers to students. They believe that practice-
oriented classes are few and they insist on the introduction of modern technologies in the learning 
process, on the supply of specific technical facilities to be used in class, on some proposals to eliminate 
the existing system of performance assessment, etc.  

Almost 76% of pupils say that it is important to have good order and discipline at school so that to 
ensure a normal learning and teaching process. Girls tend to attach more importance to this issue 
than boys. Yet, the more they grow, the less frequently students believe that discipline in class is the 
most important condition for normal studies. 

Some two-thirds of students say that teachers are too demanding. This opinion is shared more often 

HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT SCHOOL
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by girls rather than boys. The results show that teachers are most demanding at schools in the 
capital city. 

One in six students thinks that teachers give too much learning material and homework. The learning 
material is difficult for 57 % of the children polled. Over a half of the respondents say that it is difficult 
for them to get good grades at school. About one-fifth of them declare that getting good grades is not 
a problem for them and 4% say that they get excellent grades easily.  

HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT SCHOOL
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HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT HOME

5.1. RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN CHILDREN AND PARENTS

Most Bulgarian children live in a calm family environment in which they get love, care and support. 
95% of them assess their relationships with their mothers as good and very good. The relationships 
with fathers are the same for 85% of the respondents.  

In comparison to the 2001 data, this survey registers an increased share of children who assess their 
relationships with parents in positive terms. 

Chart 12: How would you assess your relationships with your father/mother?

Differences range from 12 percentage points (with regard to mothers) and 7 percentage points (with 
regard to fathers). They are indicative of certain dynamism of the assessment, which can be explained 
with the changed understanding of parenthood and the development of a new model of relationships 
between parents and children. 

Children associate this model with some very specific things, experiences and feelings. Children 
answer the question “Why do you assess your relationships with your father/mother as good and very 
good?” by saying that they feel loved, supported and understood in the family, that they communicate 
and have fun together with their parents, that they share common interests, and that their opinion is 
respected.  

Children indicate the mother as a source of love, care, understanding, good attitude and good character 
more often than the father. Yet, fathers are more liberal than mothers. They allow their children to do 
more things and give them greater freedom to do what they want. 

Although there is a very narrow base of respondents saying that the relationships with their parents 
are bad and very bad, it is still interesting to see the underlying reasons. 

Typically, there are communication problems and differences of opinion on some issues, the 
manifestations of edification (“He/she scolds me”, “He/she reprimands me”) and of unfairness. Girls 
see the main reason for their bad relationships with the father in the lack of good communication 
and with the mother with her bad and moody nature. Boys say that the main reason for the bad 
relationships with the father is the unfair attitude and the divergent opinions. 
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HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT HOME

5.2. WHAT DO CHILDREN TALK ABOUT WITH THEIR PARENTS AND CARERS MOST 
OFTEN?  

Children discuss various topics with their parents and carers. 

Events at school, homework, the relationships with friends and classmates are among the main topics 
discussed in the family.  

Table 5: What do children talk about? 

Topics of discussion % of respondents who give this 
answers

Events at school 66%
Relationships with friends 53%
Lessons and homework 52%
Leisure time 39%
Classmates 33%
Their future 33%
Hobbies 30%
Teachers 28%
Holidays and travels 27%
Extra-curricular activities, training courses, interest clubs 25%
Relatives 21%

Most often children in institutional care discuss with their carers issues related to school.  

Respondents have their preferences as to whom to talk to about different issues. When it is a health 
or family matter, for instance, most of them approach their parents. The mother is the preferred 
interlocutor when there is an issue with a teacher or a classmate. 

Children turn mostly to their friends to talk about romantic issues. One in three children tells first his 
or her friends about his or her romantic thrills and experiences. 

It should be noted that sex issues are rarely discussed with parents: 14 % of children talk with their 
mothers and only 5% talk with their fathers about issues of sexual nature. A total of 19% state that 
these issues are discussed primarily among friends. 

It is surprising that a half of the respondents (51%) declare that they are not interested in sex, when 
they are asked the question “K72. Whom do you talk to when you have a question or need advice/help 
about sex?” The most probable reason is that the interview is conducted face to face and children feel 
embarrassed to talk to a stranger about it. Sex is still a topic in the “zone of silence” for many of them. 
Obviously, every other child does not feel comfortable to speak up his or her mind openly and freely. 

This is indicative of a serious multi-faceted problem of communication, health, education, etc. 

When they have questions or need help, children in institutional care most often seek their teachers. 
Unlike the respondents in the nationally representative sample who either never or extremely rarely 
specify the teacher as a person to discuss various issues with, children in institutional care consider the 
teacher as a key figure who enjoys great trust and prestige. Children in institutional care address their 
teacher to seek advice on health-related issues (44%) or when they have problems with classmates 
(41%) or family problems (18%). 
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Children in institutional care prefer to discuss issues related to sex and love with their closest friends. 
This is valid also to the problems with friends and teachers. Although they share these issues with 
their teachers, children in institutional care tend to prefer talking to their friends.

5.3. ARE PARENTS AWARE OF THE PROBLEMS OF THEIR CHILDREN?

The answers to the question “K74. To what extent do you feel that the people taking care of you are 
aware of each of the following aspects of your life?” give grounds to conclude that parents and adult 
carers are largely aware of their problems.  

Children’s health problems are best known – three quarters of all respondents give this answer. 
Parents and carers are greatly interested in their performance at school – one in seven children says 
this. Over a half of the children polled declare that their parents know their friends, their interests and 
hobbies very well. 

It is clear to 18 % of all interviewees that their parents are aware of the fact that their children drink 
alcohol and smoke cigarettes and 17% give this answer with regard to drugs. These data are indicative 
of a serious problem. On the one hand, the use of alcohol, cigarettes and drugs by the children is, 
in a way, legitimized before their parents, although it is unclear whether they talk about individual 
cases or a systematic behavior. On the other hand, it is unclear whether the awareness of the fact 
that children use alcohol, cigarettes and especially drugs leads to some consequences, whether the 
parents punish such behavior and whether they seek help and support.  

The answers of children in institutional care follow the general trends observed in the nationally 
representative sample.  

Chart 13: My parents and carers know each of the following aspects of my life very well:

HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT HOME
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5.4. PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN IN THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS IN THE FAMILY

A total of 46% of children say that when a decision concerning them is made at home, their opinion is 
taken into account. Another 41% say that this happens occasionally and depending on the issue that 
is discussed.  

The analysis of the answers given by the respondents gives clues on the characteristics of the 
environment in which the children from different groups live.  

Relations in the families of children in the nationally representative sample are more liberal. Their 
parents are interested in their opinion, seek their opinion, share the issues concerning them and 
discuss these issues together. 

The authoritarian style of parents is more pronounced in closer communities, such as ethnic 
communities. It is not by chance that the highest incidence of the answer “My opinion is not taken into 
account when issues concerning me are discussed” (18%) is observed among children belonging to 
ethnic minorities. 

In the case of children in institutional care, the insistence on discipline and imposition of and 
compliance with rules of conduct and upbringing runs at variance, to a certain extent, with the right 
to free expression of opinions. Although one in three children (34%) state that his or her opinion is 
taken into account when issues concerning them is discussed, this is the smallest share of answers 
across the board in comparison to the nationally representative sample, children belonging to ethnic 
minorities and children with disabilities. 

Chart 14: “K29. When a decision concerning you is taken at the home where you 
live, do you believe that your opinion is taken into account sufficiently?”
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Bulgarian children are eager to be better informed and to make sure that their parents and carers take 
their opinion into account when the discussion is about their interests and hobbies (24%), problems 
and situations at school (22%) and close friends (19%).

Similar is the ranking for children in institutional care, as they expect greater interest in and attention 
to their interests and hobbies (28%), problems at school (21%) and their close friends (17%).  

Obviously, on these matters all children experience both deficit of attention and need to talk more 
about them with their parents and carers. 

The comparison between 2001 and 2017 reveals a slight reshuffle of the topics on which children 
expect more care and involvement.  Both surveys come to show the prominence of leisure-related 
issues (interests, hobbies).  However, in 2001, children insisted on discussing issues related to their 
appearance and to the purchase of items that they would use, while the 2017 survey indicated that 
second came school-related issues followed by the choice of friends.  

Over the period from 2001 to 2017, the share of children who stated that their opinion was not taken into 
account at all decreased by two percentage points from 10% to 8 percent. These results corroborate 
the conclusion given above, i.e. the Bulgarian family increasingly turns to a more democratic and 
liberal model of relationships between parents and children, in which children are equal participants 
in the discussion of issues which concern them directly. 

5.5. DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

In today’s Bulgarian families, domestic violence is manifested typically as shouting and insults rather 
than physical abuse, hitting and beating. 

Slightly over a half of the respondents (56%) answer the question “At your home, do people shout 
at each other and, if yes, how often does it happen?”  by saying that it happens (rarely, occasionally, 
quite often and very often). Boys give this answer more frequently than girls. Only 4% of children say 
that they witness shouting very often and quite often. 

Chart 15: “K 31. At your home, do people shout at each other and, if yes, how often 
does it happen?”
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As to physical violence in the form of hitting, most children polled declare that it does not happen in 
their families. 

Chart 16: “K 32: Do people at home hit each other sometimes and, if yes, how often 
does it happen?” 

Leaving nuances (rarely/occasionally) aside and summarizing answers into two large groups – there 
is violence and there is no violence, it becomes clear that there are forms of aggressive behavior in 
Bulgarian families.  

In 2001, 60% of Bulgarian children stated that there were cases of cruel and aggressive behavior in 
their families.6 Thus survey registers a share of 56% of children who say that there are manifestations 
of emotional and psychological violence (shouting, insults) in their families and 12% point to physical 
violence. 

The situations which trigger domestic violence are quite varied. Most often children refer to disputes 
between parents or between parents and children (“when they put me on the carpet”) and to quarrels 
with siblings or disputes with other family members. One in five children says that violence “simply 
happens” in the family. This means that either children do not identify specific reasons for domestic 
violence to occur or domestic violence is provoked mainly by passing moods of the parents. 

Table 5: Manifestations of violence

Parents argue or quarrel 40%

Parents “put the child on the carpet”/scold the child 40%
The child behaves badly 26%
There are quarrels between siblings 20%
It simply happens 19%
When there are disputes with other family members 18%

6  Young Voices, 2001, p. 25.
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5.6. WAYS TO RESOLVE CONFLICTS AT HOME

Shouting and hitting cannot be used to resolve disagreements and conflicts in the family – this is the 
opinion of the majority of the children polled. Beating is firmly rejected by 87% of them and 63% say 
that shouting is not a way to overcome disagreements.  

One in eight children says that people should talk when there is a dispute. Talking over conflicts is 
indicated as a way to resolve them always by 57% and very often by 25% of the respondents. 

There is an interesting dependence between age and the frequency of the answer “talking is always a 
good solution to disputes”.  As the age increases, the share of respondents who consider that talking 
is always a good solution is reduced by close to 11 percentage points (64% in the 9 to 12 age bracket 
and 53% in the 15-17 group). 

How do parents react when the child does something bad or something good?
Most often parents hear the child and let him or her defend himself or herself in case the fault was 
alleged. This answer is given by 66% of children. However, one in four children prefers to keep silent 
when the parents scold him or her for something the child did not do or when the child does not feel 
guilty. 

In certain cases children try to defend their action but they feel lack of communication and understanding 
on part of the parents: “I try to explain but they would not listen” and “they do not let me speak” are the 
answers given by 8% and 6% of the respondents respectively. 

Most children polled (59%) state that when there is a case of bad behavior, the parents talk with them 
and give them the opportunity to explain their reasons and to present their point of view. Children 
perceive talking as a form of supportive behavior of parents.  

47% say that parents scold them when they are guilty of something. The parents’ reactions are 
punitive in these cases. They consist of restriction of freedoms or bans on certain things which children 
consider important, e.g. ban on going out (21%), ban on using the internet (16%), ban on watching TV 
(12%), taking the cell phone away (13%). 

On the other hand, parents encourage the good behavior of their children in various ways. 
Encouragement is typically emotional. Three-quarters of the respondents say that they are given a 
hug and congratulations, 39% receive a prize or a gift and, in some cases, they are allowed to do 
what they want. Approximately 6% of children say that their parents are indifferent to either bad or 
good behavior.  

More than a half of the respondents answer the question “K 42. If you could change something in your 
family, what would you choose?” by saying that they would not change anything either in the character 
of their parents or in their way of life. 

One in five children wishes to get better understanding from his or her parents. 

Children do not take well the absence of parents from home. If they could, 14% of the respondents 
would rather have their parents stay home longer. Some 13% would like their parents to be less strict 
and the same number of children want their parents not to quarrel and to have peace and quiet at 
home. 

As the age increases, so do the expectations of young people from their parents. 

Fifteen to seventeen-year-olds who expect their parents to understand them better are almost twice 
as many as those aged 9 to 11 years to give the same answer (26%:14%). 

HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT HOME
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In 2001, two-thirds of Bulgarian children said that they would change nothing in their family. More love 
and harmony in the family were desired by 17% and 11% wished to have their relationships with the 
parents based on more trust and respect. 

The comparison of data reveals that no drastic changes occurred over the period of 16 years with 
regard to the share of children willing to change something in their family. Still, the fact that 20% of the 
respondents in this survey expect their parents to understand them better means that, regardless of 
the positive changes which have occurred, some deficits persist, implying that parents should make 
more efforts to better understand the needs of their children.

  

5.7. THE FAMILY AS A FACTOR OF BUILDING THE VALUE SYSTEM OF ADOLESCENTS

The the data from this survey  confirms that family is the institution which sets the model of socialization 
of children. It shapes the fundamental moral categories and builds their value orientation. Bulgarian 
parents make efforts to raise their children as honest and good citizens and the most important values 
which the respondents have learned in their families are to tell the truth, to respect other people, not 
to steal, and to be responsible.

Diagram 17: Which are the most important things that your family has taught you?

The comparison to the 2001 data reveals that there is no drastic change in the children’s attitudes to 
the most important things they have learned in the family. The data point only to a reshuffle of some 
values.  

In 2001, the top three values for children were human relations and respect (69%) followed by honesty 
(57%) and discipline/self-discipline (47%). In 2017, the three most important things which children 
learned in the family were honesty, the respect for others and “not to steal”.  

These results come to show that the fundamental values in the upbringing of Bulgarian children are 
lasting and sustainable. The reshuffle reflects the natural dynamic pattern in their hierarchical order 
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that is influenced by socio-political and economic processes.  

The intention of the question “K54. Do you have a TV set at home?” is to shed light on family 
relationships from another perspective and to provide information on the extent to which TV as a 
media produces an impact on the shaping of certain values and attitudes of children. 

Most children have a TV set in their own room (89%), a personal cell phone or smartphone (93%), a 
smartphone (74%), a computer or a tablet (63%). 

The data from the Young Voices survey of 2001 showed that only one-third of children had a TV set 
in their own room. 

Most respondents are not restricted in watching TV or using the internet. The children who watch TV 
and use the internet as much as they wish are 44% and another 40% spend several hours a day for 
these activities. During weekends, almost 58% of the respondents are in front of the screen of the TV 
set, the computer, the smartphone or the tablet at any time they choose and about one-third of them 
spend at least several hours a day. 

The comparison to the 2001 data reveals that today the share of children who are allowed to watch as 
much TV as they wish during the week and over the weekend is smaller by 25 percentage points. But, 
on the other hand, the restriction “several hours a day” was more common in 2017 than it was in 2001. 

There are two ways to explain these differences. 

Firstly, the TV is not the most important medium for today’s children. They prefer to get information 
via the internet and social networks because there they do not only find information but they also 
can communicate and share opinions. Children of today are much more active on those media which 
enable them to communicate on the spot, to talk to others, to link various information arrays. This 
hypothesis is proved also by the previous results, i.e. friends occupy an extremely important place in 
the lives of today’s children and they communicate all the time, including communication via social 
networks. 

Of course, there is one more explanation of the smaller share of children who watch TV and that is 
the control which parents exercise over the time spent in front of the TV screen. A total of 53% of the 
children say that their parents allow them to watch whatever they wish. Some 43% state that their 
parents choose appropriate TV programmes for them and for their age and 5% declare that their 
parents have full control over the choice of TV programmes. This group consists mainly of children 
who are 9 to 11 years of age. 

HOW DO CHILDREN FEEL AT HOME
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Chart 18: Permission to watch TV during the week and the weekend, which parents 
give to their children
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It is important to know the extent to which the members of a society or a community share certain 
common values, principles and actions and consistently withstand them. This requires for answers to 
at least the following questions:  

 To what extent are children integrated in their free time? 

 What is their attitude to their peers in a disadvantaged condition?

 To what extent do they trust adults and institutions on which their wellbeing depends?  

 Which public figures are of interest to them and are preferred role models?

6.1. PARTICIPATION OF CHILDREN IN ORGANIZED FORMS OF SPENDING THEIR FREE 
TIME

Only 28% of the children and adolescents aged 9 to 17 years spend part of their free time in organized 
interest groups. Girls and boys participate equally in sports groups, development of skills and abilities 
and social activities. There are no substantial differences in the share of the children in the nationally 
representative sample and the children in institutional care who answer in the affirmative the question 
“K15. Let us talk about your friends and the groups you belong to. Do you belong to an organized 
group, club or association?” in a 31%:33% ratio. 

Children from ethnic minorities are the least (12%) involved in clubs and organizations. 

The forms of organized spending of leisure time correspond to children’s interests, e.g. sports, 
dancing, art, pottery, journalism, cooking, scout camps, etc. 

The following major dependencies can be drawn up among those who answer in the affirmative the 
question whether they participate in organized form of spending their leisure time. The biggest share 
is that of children involved in organized sports (46%). Two-thirds of boys belong to such clubs. Girls 
who engage in organized sports are twice less in number than boys. Their preferences are focused 
mainly on dancing (34%). One in five girls who belong to an organization is involved in painting, 
pottery or another applied art. 

The share of the respondents who are members of a children’s parliament or council is only 6 percent. 
The share of children involved in volunteer work is the same. 

Children in institutional care spend their leisure time mainly in sports activities and art clubs.

The 2001 data come very close to the results of the 2017 survey. In 2001, too, 28% of children took 
part in organized forms of spending their free time. 

In 2001 urban children had better opportunities to spend their free time in comparison to rural children 
(30%:22%). In 2017, the ratio was reversed – the larger the city, the less children participate in 
organized forms. 

Children who belong to an organization are distributed in the ratio of 30%:29%:26%:23% among 
those who live in villages, towns, cities and the capital city respectively. 

Of course, this does not mean that children in the capital city do not have fun or that the big city offers 
less forms of spending leisure time. This seemingly paradoxical result can be explained with the fact 
that children in big cities tend to organize themselves into groups of friends and to spend their free 
time in informal entertainment. It could also be the case that the forms of spending free time in various 
organizations and clubs do not fully match the interests of urban children. 

INTEGRATION OF CHILDREN IN TODAY’S SOCIETY
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6.2. THE CIRCLE OF FRIENDS  
Bulgarian children share and discuss everything with their friends, including topics which they avoid 
discussing in the family or at school. Actually there exists no topic that cannot be discussed with 
friends, starting with their interrelations through the performance at school, the interest in the opposite 
sex, fashion, clothes and hobbies to family-related problems, financial difficulties, crime news on the 
media, drugs, alcohol, the internet, computer games, sports, etc. 

Still, the “top three” of the most discussed topics are the relationships with friends, the performance 
at school and the interest in the opposite sex. The ranking of topics which is given by children in 
institutional care is the same.

Most respondents assess the relationships with the people in the circle of their close friends as warm 
and this view prevails more among girls rather than boys.

About a half of the children assess their relationships with other groups and also with members of the 
other sex as relations of mutual respect. 

 

6.3. ASSESSMENT OF THE ATTITUDE TO CHILDREN IN A DISADVANTAGED CONDITION

The attitude to children with disabilities or deprived of parental care or belonging to poor families 
could be interpreted as an indicator of the presence or absence of prejudices and stereotypes in the 
attitudes and the way of thinking. 

The question “K24. Do you think that any of the following groups of children is treated differently – 
better or worse – in comparison to the other children in Bulgaria?” seeks the attitudes to inequality, 
the level of social tolerance and the sensitivity to children from vulnerable groups in the respondents’ 
eyes.  

The data come to show that, in the opinion of the respondents, society is more involved and sensitive 
to children with a different socio-demographic profile (belonging to ethnic minorities, poor families or a 
different religion) than to disabled children and especially to children deprived of parental care. 

Diagram 19: “K24. Do you think that any of the following groups of children is 
treated differently – better or worse – in comparison to the other children in 
Bulgaria?”
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What is the viewpoint of the children in a disadvantaged condition? How do they assess the way in 
which they are treated?

42% of the children with disabilities and 48% of the children from other ethnic communities believe 
that people treat them in the way in which they treat others. Slightly over a half (51%) of the 
children deprived of parental care find the attitude to them to be no different than the attitude to 
other children. 

These results reveal that Bulgarian children are sensitive to their peers in a disadvantaged condition. 
It is interesting to note that the share of children in a disadvantaged condition who believe that there 
is no difference in the attitude to them is greater than the share of children who express the same 
opinion in the general sample. Perhaps the respondents in the general sample seek more facts to 
prove that children in a disadvantaged condition are treated in the same way as their peers. 

The question “K25. Has anyone treated you unfairly and differently in comparison to other children?” 
requires self-reflection and assessment of the attitude of others to the child’s personality. 

Chart 20: Treatment of the child in comparison to other children
Question 2017: Has anyone treated you unfairly and differently in comparison to 
other children? 
Question 2001: Has anyone treated you unfairly in comparison to other children?

The comparison of data points to substantial changes in the social attitudes and sensitivity to children 
in a disadvantaged condition over the period of 16 years. In 2017, the share of children stating that 
they had been treated unfairly was twice smaller than that in 2001. At the same time, the share of 
those who were treated fairly increased by 20 percentage points. 

The children who say that they have been treated unfairly in comparison to other peers specify 
different reasons for that treatment. The greatest number (30%) consists of those who believe that 
they have been treated badly because of their opinion and convictions and because of the way they 
behave. Among respondents belonging to minority ethnic groups, 44% state that they have been 
treated unfairly because of the origin of their family. One-eighth of the respondents say that they have 
been discriminated against due to their height or weight and another 11% due to a disability, health 
or a similar problem.  

Although one in five children has been a victim of discrimination because of his or her social or family 
status, ethnicity or religion, physical or mental disabilities, one can assert that over the period of 16 
years the Bulgarian society made some steps forward in overcoming discriminatory practices and the 
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strengthening of the principle of equal treatment of children. 

Yet, the data confirm the need for systematic efforts to develop a culture of tolerance to those who 
are different. This should happen both at home and at school where children become victims of 
discrimination most frequently (59% say that they have been discriminated against by classmates). 

6.4. TRUST IN ADULTS 

Parents are the most trusted adults for Bulgarian children. The trust in mothers is 6 percentage points 
higher than the trust in fathers. 

The trust in mothers increases as children grow up. However, in 2001, the opposite trend was 
observed, i.e. younger children subscribed to the statement that they had full trust in their mothers 
more frequently than adolescents did. 

Why children in the higher age group had more trust in their mothers in 2017 than in 2001? 

The explanation could be found in the changed relationships between parents and children, which 
are analyzed above. The conservative model of the Bulgarian family which is characterized by 
authoritarian relationships and a distinct hierarchy between parents and children gradually gives way 
to a more liberal model which implies friendship, trust and mutual respect among the family members. 
Therefore as they grow up, children increasingly perceive their parents as friends with whom they can 
discuss issues of all kinds. 

As well as their parents, Bulgarian children trust other adults on whom their wellbeing depends – 
medical doctors, teachers, representatives of various institutions – but to a different extent. Children 
are more trusting than adolescents. Although most young people in the 15 to 17 age bracket trust 
adults, it should be noted that their answers are nuanced: those who fully trust are 2.5 times less than 
those who say “Yes, I trust them in general”.

Children trust most (after their parents) teachers and medical doctors. An interesting detail is that the 
trust in teachers is 2 percentage points higher than the trust in fathers. Three-quarters of children say 
that they trust medical doctors.  

More than a half of the respondents trust the police and 46% trust the army. The highest levels of trust 
in the police are recorded among children from towns and villages and the lowest level is reported by 
the children in the capital city.  

The Government, the President and the judiciary have the lowest levels of trust among children. 

The church occupies an interesting place among the authorities which children trust. With its 44% of 
trust it ranks higher than the President, the Government and the judiciary.  

Whom do children in institutional care trust? The data follow the general trends. 

Quite understandably, children in institutional care give much less trust to their parents. 

Teacher and medical doctors are among the adults whom they trust most. The judiciary, the executive 
power and the President score the lowest levels of trust.   

INTEGRATION OF CHILDREN IN TODAY’S SOCIETY
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Chart 21: Trust in adults 
The chart presents the sum total of the answers “Yes, completely” and “Yes, in general”

The comparison between the 2001 and 2017 data reveals that the trust crisis and the skepticism of 
children with regard to adults 16 years ago have largely been overcome. 

Chart 22: Trust/Do you trust… (read out each group)
The chart presents the sum total of the answers “Yes, completely” and “Yes, in 
general” 
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The interpretation of the data relating to the trust of children in adults should take into consideration 
several aspects:

 The possible answers about trust levels are given on a five-point scale. The positive answers 
are presented as a sum total of the children’s answers which indicate full trust or state “yes, 
in general”. The analysis should also take into consideration the nuances in the respondents’ 
answers.

 The real life experience of most children polled is linked to their relationships with parents, 
teachers and medical doctors. The trust in these three groups results from their hands-
on impressions. As to the trust put in the executive power (government, army, police), the 
presidential institution and the judiciary, it is rather refracted through the attitudes of their parents 
or the adults they communicate with. Therefore the interpretation of the data on the trust in 
these institutions is rather a projection of other people’s experience than personal experience. 
Since the question “K68. Do you trust… (read out each group)” does not give an opportunity to 
infer the justification of the choice of answers, one could assume that the respondents’ attitudes 
are emotional rather than rational. 

 The results can be interpreted from yet another perspective as a level of awareness of the role 
and functions of the various authorities. If they are “read” in this context, one could assume that 
it is necessary to increase the knowledge about the work of institutions, mainly the executive, 
legislative and judiciary powers, as well as the presidential institution. 

6.5. THE HEROES OF CHILDREN 

The issue of the heroes of today’s children has many dimensions. The existence of heroes offers a 
new perspective on life. Heroes, especially in the life of children, can shape certain value attitudes and 
to change the overall motivation and behavior. 

Furthermore, the answers to the question “Which public figure/fictional character do you admire most?” 
provides grounds to draw conclusions on those characteristics and actions which make young people 
respect and admire them and get inspiration from them. They make it possible also to identify fashion 
trends in outfits, speech, phrases, conduct and others, which children are eager to follow or take after.  

However, it seems that the present-day society suffers from a deficit of heroes. Today, one-fifth of 
children make it very clear that they do not want to resemble anyone and another 19% say that they 
do not know whom they want to take after. 

These results could be explained, firstly, with the greater expectations and the higher threshold of 
criticism and demands of today’s Bulgarian children to their would-be heroes. 

Secondly, the children of today have sufficient self-esteem and confidence to believe that they are 
able to pursue and achieve their own goals, without any need for heroes to follow. Thirdly, digital 
technologies and social networks (the natural environment of children today) can quickly mythologize 
and demythologize heroes. Aggrandizing and debasing happen very quickly and it is unsustainability 
that is the greatest enemy to the heroic. 

Still, it is possible to outline some trends on the basis of the positive answers to the question which 
people they would like to follow.  

One in five children admires a specific athlete and his or her achievements. Achievements in sports 
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are more exciting to boys than to girls. The list of athletes whom children admire includes Grigor 
Dimitrov, Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo, Hristo Stoichkov, Dimitar Berbatov and others.  

Music bands and singers rank second as a source of admiration and inspiration. They are more 
preferred by girls than by boys. Singers and musicians leave the most vivid imprint on the minds of 
children aged between 9 and 14 years. The names of well-known and popular singers and musicians 
that children mention are mainly pop and folk singers on the Bulgarian stage: Krisko, Preslava, Gery-
Nikol, Fiki Storaro, Galin, Azis. 

Children in institutional care choose their heroes among folk singer more often than the other groups 
(Azis, Galena, Sasho Roman). Bruno Mars is also on this list.

Quite a number of favourites are chosen among fashion models, the most admired being Kim 
Kardashian and Nikoleta Lozanova.    

The list of actors whom children choose as their idols most frequently features Assen Blatechki, Bruce 
Willis, Jean-Claude van Damme, probably because of their macho aura and their ability to cope with 
dangerous situations.

The favourite fictional characters include Soy Luna, the cartoon character Steven Universe and Pippi 
Longstocking. Children in institutional care see Rolly and Steven Universe as their most favourite 
fictional heroes.

The gallery of personalities who are admired by today’s children includes also members of the 
business community, such as Rockefeller, Slavi Trifonov and Victor Angelov. 

Chart 23: K43.  Which public figure/fictional character do you admire most?

Some clarifications are needed in relation to these results:

 First and foremost, the base of respondents who give specific names of athletes, musicians, 
dancers and actors is far too narrow to draw representative conclusions. Still, it becomes clear 
which personalities some Bulgarian children wish to follow.

 The identification of pop folk singers as heroes for children provides indirect evidence of the 
role of media in the development of aesthetic tastes. It is through the media that children (often 
unconsciously) discover and choose their favourites, idols and heroes, turning media reality into 
a real-life desire. In the context of massive advertising campaigns on the TV and social media, 
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a still lacking system of criteria and underdeveloped critical thinking, children get their heroes 
as “finished products” without the opportunity for a rational choice and critical assessment.  

 It should be added that only 6% of the children indicate fictional characters that they admire and 
wish to take after. A possible explanation of this insignificant share implies that reading fiction 
is not among the most popular activities. It might also be the case that the profile of fictional 
characters does not match the needs of modern young people. 
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Psychoactive substances are all those substances that, when taken or administered, affect the central 
nervous system and may agitate or calm and change moods, perceptions and thinking. Psychoactive 
substances include cigarettes (nicotine), alcohol, caffeine, pharmaceuticals, anabolic steroids, 
amphetamines, ecstasy, cocaine, heroin, hallucinogens.

The question “K18. Has any of your friends or anybody of your age that you know tried any of the 
following substances, even if it was only once?” covers only four psychoactive substances: cigarettes/
tobacco, alcohol, inhalants and narcotics.

Both in 2001 and in 2017, the wording of the question made it possible for the answers to refer to 
friends, acquaintances and peers rather than personally to the respondent. Thus the respondent was 
distanced from the topic, which suggested more openness and sincerity in the answers. 

A half of the children say that their friends, classmates or peers smoke. The use of alcohol is reported 
by 46 percent. 

The share of children and young people saying that their peers use alcohol and cigarettes grows with 
the increase of age from 25% in the 9 to 11 age bracket to 86% in the case of 15 to 17-year-olds. 
The share of children living in the capital city and in villages who say this is higher than the share of 
children in cities and towns. 

Children living in orphanages (68%) and children belonging to ethnic minority groups (53%) score 
higher than average.

Over 68% of the respondents claim that they do not know children who sniff prohibited substances or 
use drugs. As the age grows, the number of children about whom the respondents say they know that 
they smoke, drink, sniff and use drugs increases. 

64% of children in institutional care claim that their peers smoke and another 52% say that their peers 
drink.  

The comparison to the 2001 survey reveals a decrease of the share of respondents who state that their 
peers have tried alcohol and cigarettes at least once in their lives. Back then 70% of the respondents 
said that they knew peers who smoked and 63% stated that they knew peers who used alcohol. 
Respondents who knew peers who had tried other psychoactive substances accounted for 8 percent. 

The comparative analysis shows that, as far as tobacco smoking and the use of alcohol are concerned, 
the 2017 data are some 20 percentage points lower, whereas there is no change with regard to the 
use of other psychoactive substances and narcotics.

THE USE OF PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES
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THE USE OF PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES
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The feeling of security and safety is an indicator of wellbeing and an important aspect of the quality 
of life. 

To give the full picture of the attitudes of children to their safety it is relevant to present all answers to 
question K44. Keeping in mind the place where you live, your city, your neighbourhood…  How safe 
is it for you to walk in there? 

In 2017, one in four children said that he or she felt very safe in his or her neighbourhood. Slightly over 
a half (53%) of the respondents believe that the place where they live is rather safe. Although most 
children give a positive answer to this question, it is necessary to consider the nuance of hesitation in 
the answer “rather safe”. 

Rural children (49%) feel the safest in comparison to children living in towns (40%) and in the capital 
city (34%). The lowest levels of the answer “I feel very safe” are scored among children living in cities. 

Some 4% of the respondents say that the place where they live in very unsafe and rather unsafe. 
These are 6% of the children living in cities and towns and 5% of the children living in the capital city. 
The causes for the sense of anxiety and insecurity are the heavy traffic, the high speed of vehicles, 
the risk of criminal offences (assault, robbery and violence), the threat on part of drug dealers, drug 
addicts and Roma people.  

The children in institutional care who feel very safe and rather safe account for 44% of the whole 
group.  

What was the dynamic pattern of the results from 2001 to 2017?

In 2001, 17% of Bulgarian children said that they were worried when they walked around the 
neighbourhood or the community where they lived. In 2017, the share of those who were worried was 
decreased four-fold. 

Furthermore, the data are indicative of a much calmer environment today in comparison to 16 years 
ago. 

Chart 25: Security for children to move around the community where they live
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To question “K48. Have you ever been a victim of violence yourself?” approximately 6% of the 
respondents answer in the affirmative, specifying physical violence, psychological harassment, 
assault and theft. One in ten children says that a friend or a family member has been the victim of 
some kind of violence: typically assault, theft, physical and psychological violence and, more rarely, 
attacks, extortion and harassment on the internet. 

The comparison to the 2001 data is indicative of a reduction of the cases of violence. In 2001, a 
quarter of the Bulgarian children said that they had friends or relatives who had become victims of 
violence and the most common cases were thefts (indicated by 15%), physical and sexual violence 
(7%), while 12% of the children themselves had become victims of violence in the street.  In 2017, 
one-tenth of the respondents gave an answer in the affirmative to the question “K46. Has any friend 
or family member ever been a victim of some kind of violence”. The majority (78%) answered that 
question in the negative. 

The most common forms of violence in 2017 were assaults, theft, physical violence and psychological 
harassment. Only 2% of the respondents mentioned sexual abuse and rape. 

Among children in institutional care those who answered that question in the affirmative were twice 
as many as the respondents who gave the same answer in the general sample. One in five children 
in institutional care (23%) knew a friend or family member who was the victim of violence. One-sixth 
of them were victims of violence themselves. This is the greatest share in comparison to the other 
groups of respondents.       

DO CHILDREN FEEL SAFE



201752
SURVEY OF THE OPINION OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN BULGARIA

ARE CHILDREN WELL 
INFORMED? ARE THEY 

AWARE OF THEIR RIGHTS?
 



2017 53
SURVEY OF THE OPINION OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE IN BULGARIA

This survey studies the extent to which children are informed on five major topics: rights of the child, 
sexual relationships, computers/the internet, HIV/AIDS and drug abuse prevention.

The general picture is illustrated in the visual chart.

Chart 26: K50. Now let us talk about the various kinds of information which you 
receive. I am going to read a list of topics. Tell me how much you know about… (The 
chart presents only the answers “I know a lot” and “I know nothing at all”.

•	 Awareness of computers and the internet

Computers and the internet occupy an important place in the lives of today’s children. The great share 
of the respondents who say that they are very well informed comes to show that they continuously 
expand the universe of their knowledge and skills to use them as tools for learning, communication 
and entertainment. 

This answer is given more frequently by boys than by girls (67%:56%). As the age grows, so does the 
share of young people who say that they have good digital skills. 

Close to a half of those aged 9 to 11 years, 61% of those aged 12 to 14 years and approximately 
80% of those aged 15 to 17 years state that they have good abilities to work with computers and the 
internet. 

The share of those who believe that they are well informed and capable of coping with digital 
technologies is smaller among children belonging to ethnic minority groups (55%), children with 
disabilities (48%) and children in institutional care (48%).

The results relating to the awareness of young people of computers and the internet are quite expected. 
At the time when the survey was carried out, the share of households having a computer and access 
to the internet at home had greatly increased in comparison to 2001.  

Almost 89% of children say that they have a computer and some 93% say that they have access to 
the internet at home. Therefore most children feel “on their own turf” with computers, the internet and 
digital technologies. 
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Some 74% of the children in the 9 to 17 age bracket have a smartphone of their own. Children with a 
smartphone account for 45% among children with disabilities and 21% among children in institutional 
care. 

One in three children (34%) says that he or she is most excited by computer games and boys 
interested in computer games are twice as many as girls are. Those aged 15 to 17 years say twice 
less frequently that they are excited by computer games in comparison to younger children aged 9 to 
12 years. (24%:41%).

Some 37% of the respondents state that the time spent on the internet makes them happy. Happiness 
as a function of the time spent on the internet is indicated more frequently by boys than by girls and 
by young people rather than children. 

According to the data from the survey of the online behavior of children in Bulgaria, which was carried 
out in 20167, the most popular internet activities among children and adolescents aged 9 to 17 years 
were the viewing of video spots, social networks, online games, listening to music, chatting with 
friends or family members, posting or uploading of photographs, etc. 

•	 Awareness of psychoactive substances and drug abuse prevention

The drug abuse prevention is among the topics that are familiar to children. Respondents are split 
equally between the answers very well informed and little informed (30%). Those who know nothing 
account for 17 percent. 

Some 3% of children say that drugs and alcohol are among the main problems discussed with friends. 
Almost 8% of minors declare that some friend or peer has tried a kind of drug at least once. 

Approximately 27% of the respondents believe that their parents are well informed or quite well 
informed about illicit substances and drugs and another 8% say that their parents/carers are not 
informed about drugs. 

•	 Awareness of the rights of the child

The rights of the child rank third in terms of the level of awareness. A quarter of the children say that 
they know their rights very well. Most of them (38%), however, say that they have little information and 
16% declare very little information “Rights of the child” are just a name to 9% and it means nothing to 
13 percent. This makes a total of 21% of the respondents to whom the phrase “rights of the child” is 
meaningless.  

The share of children stating that they are very well informed about their rights increases with the 
increase of their age. The distribution by age reveals that 9 to 11-year-old children who know a lot 
about their rights account for 16%, while this percentage reaches 36% in the 15 to 17 age bracket.  

The top three answers to the question “Which rights of the child can you name?” are the rights “to not 
be hurt/mistreated”, “to be educated” and “to free expression”.

7 The Online Behavior of Children in Bulgaria: Risks and damages. Nationally representative Survey 2016, pp. 6-7. Accessed on 22 May 2017. 
Source: https://www.safenet.bg/images/sampledata/files/Risks_Harm-BG.pdf
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Chart 27: K52.  Which rights of the child do you know?

The comparison between the 2001 and 2017 data makes it clear that children have become much 
better informed of their rights over the period of 16 years. Children who knew nothing were 32% in 
2001 and 13% in 2017.  

In 2001, 47% failed to identify at least one right of the child. 

One-third of them were not aware of their right to not be hit, the right to education and to playing. The 
right to healthcare was mentioned by 21% and 10% indicated the right to information. 

The results among children in institutional care reproduce the general trends. 

One in five children in institutional care says that he or she is very well informed of his or her rights. 

The share of those who know nothing is 10 percentage points higher than that in the general sample 
(23%). Adding to that number the respondents to whom “rights of the child” is just a name (5%), the 
result is 28% of children in institutional care who are not informed of their rights. 

The differences lie in the extent to which children in institutional care are aware of certain rights: the 
right to not be mistreated and the right to education are on top (indicated by every other child in the 
group) and the right to play. One in three children (36%) of this group indicates the right to be healthy. 
The right to free expression is indicated by 26% of the children polled in this group. 

The majority of the respondents in the general sample believe that their rights are “fully respected” 
or “quite respected”. The highest levels (over 90%) are scored with regard to the rights to education, 
to play and have fun, to healthcare, to be loved, to choose what to like. Somewhat lower, yet close to 
these levels, rank the rights to information, to live in a healthy environment, to speak up freely, and 
not to be mistreated. 
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•	 Awareness of sexual health and sexual conduct

The data from this survey reveal that children have very little information about sexual relationships 
and sexual health.  Only 15% claim that they know a lot. 

A total of 59% know little, very little or know just the name, while 27% admit that they know nothing 
about these issues. 

The awareness of the HIV/AIDS issue is at a very low level as 23% of children know nothing about 
these diseases. Among those who claim that they are aware of the issue, only 18% are very well 
informed, while the others either know little or very little or they have just heard the phrase, which is 
indicative of the huge scarcity of information.  

The majority of those who give a positive answer to the question “K51. What measures should be 
taken to prevent the HIV/AIDS infection” say that it is necessary to use condoms.

Chart 28: Knowledge of the ways to prevent HIV/AIDS infection

When they need advice on issues relating to sexual health and sexual conduct, children prefer to 
address their friends first and then their mothers (19%:15%). 

Although their share is insignificant (2%), there are respondents who prefer the internet as a source 
of information on issues relating to sexual health. However, this is fraught with the risk of access to 
pornographic sites, sites with sexual ads, dating sites, exchange of messages of sexual content, as 
well as the risk of sexual abuse, extortion and fraud. 

The comparative analysis of the 2017 and 2001 data reveals some improvement of the awareness of 
sexual health, HIV/AIDS and the ways to prevent infections. 

In 2001, the respondents who said that they had some information about AIDS accounted for 57% and 
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slightly more than a half (54%) indicated safe sex as a way to prevent HIV/AIDS. 

Almost one-third of Bulgarian children consider life in Bulgaria to be better than it was ten years ago. 
One in four children does not see any difference and 13% are of the opinion that the present-day 
situation is worse or much worse in comparison to what they have heard it to have been ten years ago. 

Chart 29: Thinking about life in Bulgaria today and comparing it to what you think it 
was ten years ago (judging by what you know or what you have heard), would you 
say that life is better/worse today?  (2017)
Thinking about life in (name of the country) today and comparing it to what you think 
it was ten years ago (judging by what you know or what you have heard), would you 
say that the situation is better/worse today? (2001)

The comparison of children’s attitudes in 2001 and 2017 comes to show that, 16 years ago, children 
were much more skeptical about the situation in the country. Back then one in three children thought 
negatively about life in comparison to that in 1990. 

In 2017, the children who thought that life was worse in comparison to life ten years earlier were three 
times less in number. 

Bulgarian children are optimistic about their own future. Approximately two-thirds of them believe that 
their life will be better than that of their parents and 15% believe that it will be much better. Some 14% 
do not expect any change and 3% think that they will be worse off. 

The attitudes of children in institutional care do not differ from the attitudes of the other children. 

They, too, expect a better future but their optimism is more moderate, perhaps due to the lack of clear 
life prospects and support of parents and relatives. 
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HOW DO CHILDREN SEE THEIR FUTURE?

The optimism of Bulgarian children is linked to certain expectations. They imagine Bulgaria as a better 
and much better place to live (68%). One in five respondents does not expect any change, while 6% 
are pessimists and expect Bulgarian to turn to a worse and much worse place to live.

Chart 30: K61. Forecasting the future in Bulgaria 
Still thinking ahead about your future life and comparing it to the live of the previous 
generation, do you believe that your life will be…?    

In 2001, optimistic attitudes were shared by the same 68% of children. They associated their dreams 
of a better future with the overcoming of social problems, the reduction of the crime rate, the more 
effective prevention and treatment of dependencies, the improved quality of healthcare and education, 
and the development of science and technologies.8

Minimal as it is, the decrease by 3 percentage points of the children expecting a better life in comparison 
to 2001 is still worth noting. 

Less unemployment, a stronger economy, less crime and violence, better education, less pollution, 
better infrastructure – this is what Bulgaria should look like in the children’s opinion. It should be 
pointed out that the prerequisites for the development of a better Bulgaria are prioritized in the same 
way by all groups of respondents. 

The opportunity for everybody to work is put on top, followed by peace, no violence and crime, 
economic growth, social equality, clean environment, no drugs and alcoholism. 

It is only among the children in institutional care that the top indicator which would turn Bulgaria into 
a better place to live is zero crime and violence and the opportunity for everybody to work, peace and 
the others come next. 

This rearrangement of prerequisites might be explained with the fact that children in institutional care 
have been exposed to violence and crime perhaps much more often than other children and therefore 
their wish to have zero tolerance to crime and violence in society is easy to understand.

8  Ibid., p. 36.
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Table 6: What would you like Bulgaria to be? 

Total Children in 
institutional care

With jobs for everybody 66% 61%
Without crime/violence 63% 62%
A peaceful country 62% 54%
In a better economic condition 45% 31%
With social equality 32% 31%
Without any pollution 32% 13%
Without drugs/alcoholism 26% 16%

In 2017, pessimists accounted for only 3% of the children polled. They claimed that life in Bulgaria 
would be worse or much worse, justifying their opinion with expectations that unemployment rates 
would increase, the economic situation would be unfavourable and crime rates would grow. A quarter 
of the pessimists believe that the government is incapable of coping with the problems in the country. 

In 2001, one-sixth (17%) of Bulgarian children did not believe that their life would change substantially 
in comparison to the life of their parents. Sixteen years on, the share of the respondents who thought 
that their life would be “more or less the same” as that of their parents was 14 percent. 

The lack of substantial changes in the ways in which children imagine what Bulgaria and their own life 
would look like in the foreseeable future reveals that, no matter the time they live, children have similar 
expectations which are determined primarily by economic indicators and the quality of life. 

Over a half of Bulgarian children (57%) state that they would like to live in Bulgaria. One-fifth 
cannot give a definitive answer to this question and another one-fifth say that they would like to live 
in another country. 

Chart 31: K65. When you grow up, would like to continue living in Bulgaria or would 
you like to live somewhere else?
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The share of young people who declare that they intend to live in Bulgaria tends to decrease with the 
increase of the age of the respondents. The data make it clear that close to two-thirds of the children 
aged between 9 and 11 years state that when they grow up, they will continue living in Bulgaria. The 
same opinion is shared by 56% of those aged from 12 to 14 years and almost 50% of those aged 15 
to 17 years. 

Differences can be seen also in terms of area: 65% of the young inhabitants of the capital city and 
about 61% of children living in towns would like to live in Bulgaria when they grow up. The shares of 
young inhabitants of cities and villages who declare their intention to stay in their homeland is lower 
at 49% and 48% respectively. 

Most potential emigrants wish to live in Germany. Frequent choices are also the United States, the 
United Kingdom and Spain as countries where children would like to live. 

In 2001, the children who were willing to live in Bulgaria were 5 percentage points less than 2017, 
while those who expressed the wish to emigrate were 11 percentage points more. 

Children give diverse answers to the question about the profession of their choice.  Some 20% of the 
children and adolescents do not know or cannot answer the question “What profession/occupation 
would you like to have?”. The typology of the answers makes it possible to compare them to the 2001 
survey:

– Medical sector – doctor, nurse, veterinary doctor, etc. (14%),

– Athlete – football player, boxer, fitness coach (11%),

– Arts – singer, musician, actor, dancer, artist (10%),

– Scientist/engineer – engineer, programmer (7%),

– Security/protection – police officer, fireman, military officer, guard (7%),

– Fashion – model, fashion designer, manicurist (6%),

– Businessman (5%),

– Education – teacher (5%),

– Food industry (2%),

– Craftsman (1%),

– Transport (1%),

– Others – lawyer, judge, journalist, photographer, astronaut, etc. (10%)

In comparison to the previous survey, children and adolescents are more interested in the medical 
sector and sports. There is a decrease of the interest in professions related to education, science, 
engineering and crafts. The children who are interested in programming and computer technologies 
accounts for 5 percent. 

More than a half of the respondents believe that it is important (“very important” and “quite important”) 

HOW DO CHILDREN SEE THEIR FUTURE?
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to vote in elections so that to improve the situation in the country. One-third of the respondents are 
not sure what answer to give and 6% say that it is unimportant. As the age grows, so does the share 
of young people who say that voting in elections in an important act that determines the future of the 
country.  

The comparison of the answers to the question “K67. Do you think that it is important to vote in 
elections so that to improve the situation in the country?” reveals a drastic change in the attitudes of 
children in 2017. Back in 2001, some 35% of the respondents believed that voting in elections was an 
effective way to improve the situation in the country, whereas the share of those who expressed the 
same opinion rose to some 56% in 2017. 

Children and young people who are skeptical (“quite unimportant” and “not important at all”) about 
voting are four times less than in 2001. This is indicative of their increased interest in what is going 
on in the country both politically and economically. It is likely that children today witness much more 
talks about politics at home that they did 16 years ago. The answers to this question can be viewed 
also as a reflection of talks at home. 

Chart 32: Voting
2001: Do you think that voting in elections is an effective way to improve things in 
your country? 
2017: Do you think that it is important to vote in elections to that to improve things 
in the country? 

A half of the respondents (53%) do not answer the question “K70. Could you specify three things 
which you would like the government to do for children in your country?”. 

The rest expect politicians to make Bulgaria a better place to live, to make sure that children are 
happy, to develop parks, sports halls and playgrounds, to provide free textbooks, notebooks and 
teaching aids, to improve the standards of living, to increase wages and income levels. 

In fact, these answers point to different aspects of the reduction of poverty: good infrastructure, 
high standards of living, high income levels, high-quality education and healthcare, conditions for 
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successful careers of young people.  Thus, without identifying the problem, children try to outline 
a rich, calm and stable Bulgaria in which they live happily and pursue a successful path in their 
profession and in their lives.

The data do not make it possible for the level of trust of young people to be differentiated with regard 
to local and central government. 

It should be noted, however, that only 9% of the children polled believe that the local government takes 
into account their opinion. Some 46% of children say that, at the local level when specific decisions 
are made in relation to their life and future, nobody seeks their opinion and one in three children says 
that he or she does not know whether his or her opinion is taken into account when issues related to 
children are discussed in their community (neighbourhood/village). 

This opinion is more common among children living in the capital city and other cities in the country 
than among children living in smaller communities. With the increase of age there is also an increase 
in the share of young people who are not convinced that local politicians take their opinion into 
account. Boys are more frequently critical on this issue than girls. 

The share of children and adolescents who believe that their opinion matters in the local decision-
making process on issues relating to the children in the community is approximately twice lower than 
the share reported in 2001. 

Chart 33: Representation 
2017: Do you think that your opinion is taken into account when the local 
government makes decisions concerning children in your neighbourhood/district/
village? 
2001: Do you think that your decision is taken into account (directly or through a 
representative) when the municipal/local government makes decisions concerning 
children in the neighbourhood? 

These results confirm that the authorities still fail to provide conditions for children to exercise one of 
their basic rights – the right to opinion. Furthermore, society fails to exhibit the necessary sensitivity 
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and it is not active in creating opportunities for children to take part in making decisions concerning 
their life and their future. This might affect children’s attitudes and lead to apathy and passivity.

As a matter of fact, signs of such apathy are visible in the answers to the question “What topics would 
you like local authorities to consult you on, to hear your opinion (directly or through representatives)?”.

Most children say that they cannot give a specific answer. 

Among the topics on which they wish to have a dialogue with the local authorities they indicate the 
need for high-quality education, the protection of the environment, crime control, bans on construction 
works in green areas, and the access to cultural events. Some of the issues concern their everyday life, 
such as the repair of sports facilities and premises, playgrounds, swimming pools and the allocation of 
space for playing and sports and for leisure activities. 

WHAT DO CHILDREN EXPECT FROM POLITICIANS?
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 The Voices of Children national survey makes it possible to outline the profile of today’s  
Bulgarian children aged 9 to 17 years. It presents their opinions on the family, school and 
friends, indicates the extent to which they are aware of certain things in life, and outlines the 
interests, concerns and challenges which children face. Finally, the survey gives the picture of 
the future that children want for Bulgaria.  

 The poverty of the Bulgarian family is an objective factor which could affect the world outlook 
and self-esteem of Bulgarian children, as well as their opportunities for success in life. According 
to the parents of the respondents in this survey, the average monthly income per family member 
is up to BGN 200 in 13% of the cases, up to BGN 300 in 15%, up to BGN 400 in 14%, and up 
to BGN 500 in 11% of the cases. Approximately 8% of the parents report an average monthly 
income of up to BGN 600 and the income of some 12 % exceeds BGN 600. These data come 
to show that a large part of Bulgarian families live in recurrent shortage of financial resources 
and this exposes them to the risk of lasting poverty and social exclusion. 

 The active advancement of digital technologies opens up boundaries and widens the horizon 
and prospects of young people. The context in which the value system of today’s Bulgarian 
children takes shape is new, dynamic and different from the context that existed 10 to 15 years 
ago. However, these objective factors which determine the quality of life and hence the feeling 
of happiness tend to lose ground among children. Instead they consider happiness to be a 
reflection of personal emotional experience in times when they feel supported, loved and 
understood.  The majority of the Bulgarian children feel happy most of the time, 

 The family environment is the key factor underlying their feeling of happiness. It is in the 
family atmosphere that the foundations are laid for the upbringing of children and for their social 
and moral development as personalities. Honesty, respectfulness, responsibility, solidarity and 
discipline are signed out as the most important values which are nurtured in the family and 
shape the character. Children living with two biological parents indicate the family as a source 
of happiness more frequently than children living with a stepmother or a stepfather and children 
in institutional care. 

 Children say that they expect their parents to exhibit more frequently interest in their 
hobbies, in the difficulties and problems that occur at school, in their relationships with friends 
and peers, in their performance at school and in their emotional life. 

 Domestic violence still exists and Bulgarian children witness it in various forms. This survey 
registers a slight reduction of the share of children who have witnessed emotional harassment 
from 60% in 2001 to 56% in 2017. The share of the witnesses of physical violence has remained 
unchanged. This is a sign that the mechanisms for prevention, reporting and early detection 
of violence against children are insufficiently effective yet. Society is far from achieving zero 
tolerance to the forms of domestic violence. 

 Friends are of paramount importance for Bulgarian children. It is with friends that they share 
and discuss everything that is of interest to them, including issues which they avoid discussing 
at home or at school, such as love and sex. The identification of friends and the family as the 
fundamental sources of happiness means that in order to improve the wellbeing of Bulgarian 
children there should  be  targeted and systematic work with both parents and close friends. 

 The school ranks fourth as a factor of happiness. The survey registers a positive change in the 
school environment. In comparison to 2001, it is more democratic, calmer and more positive, 
creating opportunities for children to take more active part in school life. The majority of children 
maintain good and very good relationships with their teachers and classmates. 

 However, children feel fatigue at school. More than a half of the respondents find the material 
difficult, homework too much and high grades difficult to achieve. There are critical remarks 
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with regard to the teaching methods, the curriculum, the organization of school activities, the 
demanding attitude to students, the insufficiency of practice-oriented classes and the limited 
use of modern technologies in class. These results give grounds to conclude that the traditional 
teaching and testing forms are inadequate to the new generation of children. 

 The authority of the teacher is unquestionable for most children not simply because it is 
institutionally imposed but because it is “deserved” with the overall presence and conduct of 
teachers. Children trust teachers and expect understanding and support from them. 

 The data from this survey corroborate the conclusion on the free time of Bulgarian children, 
which was drawn in 2001. about 28% of children belonging to an organized group, a club or a 
youth association. 

 The way in which Bulgarian children organize their leisure time implies indirectly that they 
do not have a healthy lifestyle. The relevant indicator is the small percentage of children 
engaged actively in sports.  

 There is the obvious need for a study of the children’s needs related to their free time and, 
on its basis, development of new approaches and formats that would be adequate to their 
interests and hobbies.  

 The health awareness and sexual culture of Bulgarian children is not at an adequate level. 
Purposeful and systematic efforts are needed to raise their awareness and to develop health 
culture on issues relating to sexual health and the prevention of HIV/AIDS. It is necessary to 
introduce   health and sexual education at Bulgarian schools. Otherwise, the deficit of adequate 
and verified information will be set off with information from unverified sources that might expose 
children and their health to serious risk. 

 The role of the media in the life of Bulgarian children becomes increasingly tangible at present. 
However, traditional media start to give way to social media. A total of 93% of the children polled 
declare that they have access to the internet at home. Furthermore, almost every child has 
a personal telephone and 74% have a smartphone and practically continuous access to the 
resources of the worldwide web.  

 The increased scope and functionality of social media makes them not only a means of communication 
but also a tool for shaping opinions, attitudes and culture and for the advancement of a new hierarchy 
of values. The data from the survey reveal a change of heroes by Bulgarian children at present. 
Most of the personalities they admire are largely media and advertising products. 

 The attitude of Bulgarian children to politicians is skeptical. The level of trust in the 
Government, the President and the judiciary is low. Nevertheless, the majority of children (55%) 
believe that it is important to vote in elections. Children’s expectations from the government are 
associated with the improvement of the standards of living in the country, high-quality education 
and healthcare, employment policies and successful fulfillment of young people in Bulgaria. 

 Bulgarian children are optimistic in regard to their own future. Almost two-thirds of young 
people believe that they will have a better life than that of their parents. 

 One-fifth of the children do not see their future in Bulgaria and wish to live in another country, 
while 21% cannot give a definitive answer to the question where they want to live.  This means 
potential emigration outflow and it causes concern, especially against the backdrop of the 
ongoing demographic trends in the country. 

 Yet, these data should be interpreted in a broader context, taking into consideration migration 
processes and the present-day mobility of young people on a global scale.  Bulgarian children 
show their self-esteem, confidence and ambition to cope on a broader scale and in an 
environment beyond the national borders. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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