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Key survey data: Students’ Attitudes and Dreams of the Future: 
Education, Family, Work 

Commissioned by: UNICEF Bulgaria

Conducted by: UNICEF Bulgaria; Ralitza Sechkova, PhD in History – head of survey, 
report author; 

Interviewers – social workers and social assistants from Family 
Counselling Centres in Shumen region

Data processing – Global Metrics Ltd

Respondents: 795 students from grades 5th to 12th 

Total student 
population:

1017 from 11 schools in Shumen region

Sample: Any 5-12 grader is potential respondent, on voluntary basis. Schools 
were selected from the participants in a child marriage prevention 
program. 

Time of survey: 25 April – 31 May 2017

Method: Direct personal interview using standard questionnaire.

Eliminating the harmful practice of child marriages and ensuring equal access to education for 
girls is among UNICEF priorities across the world, including UNICEF’s Bulgarian program.
Child marriage and early pregnancy are considered a harmful practice within the context of Joint Gen-
eral Recommendation No. 31 of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women/
General Comment No. 18 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child on harmful practices. “A child 
marriage is considered to be a form of forced marriage, given that one and/or both parties have not 
expressed full, free and informed consent”. The violation of children’s rights can seriously harm their 
development: “Child marriage is often accompanied by early and frequent pregnancy and childbirth, re-
sulting in higher than average maternal morbidity and mortality rates. … the girls generally have limited 
decision-making power in relation to their own lives. Child marriage also contributes to higher rates of 
school dropout, especially among girls, forced exclusion from school and an increased risk of domestic 
violence, in addition to limiting the enjoyment of the right to freedom of movement.”1

A holdover from the past, the practice of child marriages has been on its way down for a while in Bul-
garia, but still exists among some isolated Roma communities and other ethnic groups in a similar situa-
tion. According to NSI data, the number of early-age childbirths is shrinking yet Bulgaria remains among 
the EU countries with a high birth rate among mothers under the age of 18.

A growing number of studies have scrutinized child marriages in Bulgaria over the past ten years. 
In line with its program priorities, UNICEF Bulgaria has also been conducting studies on the is-

1  http://undocs.org/CEDAW/C/GC/31/CRC/C/GC/18 



sues of access to education, which have focused on or referred to the social norms in ethnic com-
munities as a factor with an impact on children’s education. Here are a few headlines: a poll titled, 
Reasons for dropping out of school in Bulgaria (2006); a study on the non-enrolment phenomenon 
and school attendance (2013); an ethnographic research on Social norms in Romani communities 
that prevent girls’ access to education and particularly to secondary education (September 2014 – 
January 2015).

This survey entitled, Students’ attitudes and dreams of the future: education, family, work, con-
ducted among the students from ethnic communities in Shumen region addressed the need to assess 
respondents’ views about the future, with the subject barely touched on in existing studies. The study 
provided a focus on the target group’s attitudes to education, professional career and preferred age to 
start a family. The summarized data is meant to be used at both local and national level for the purpose 
of putting together adequate models for prevention of child marriages and early-age childbirth among 
communities or schoolchildren – or in the process of advocacy and lobbying.

The study was a UNICEF Bulgaria action within an integrated program for prevention of child mar-
riages, early childbearing and pregnancies in adolescence, aimed at safeguarding the rights of the 
children from isolated ethnic communities and vulnerable families in Shumen region. The program was 
piloted in several communities and schools in 2016-2017. The intention is that during the period 2018 –  
2020 the program be agreed and jointly implemented at national level with partners like MLSP, ASA, 
SACP, MES, MH, MJ, MoI, UNICEF; and with regional level stakeholders, e.g. regional and municipal 
administrations, SAD/CPD, schools, the police, the prosecution, judicial authorities, social services, 
NGOs, etc.

The study has been conducted by UNICEF (Ralitza Sechkova, head of study and report author) and 
nonprofessional interviewers from the three Family Counselling Centres in Shumen region, who have 
completed a practical training with a special focus on warranting the principles of anonymity, voluntary 
participation, confidentiality and free expression of children’s opinion in compliance with UNICEF’s ethi-
cal standards. Questionnaire data processing was done by Global Metrics Ltd.

This brief report only relates the key conclusions and trends established by the survey. A thorough 
analysis of the findings, the full set of data as well as the in-depth cases behind the report’s conclusions, 
are available in the detailed report.
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1.1. Survey goal, target group, subject and key concepts
The survey goal is to register the attitudes, views and expectations of 5th to 12th graders from isolated 
ethnic communities in respect of:

 ● education and professional career;

 ● family and family models with a special focus on child cohabitation/marriage and early 
childbearing, having many children, and the attitudes towards keeping a young family within 
or taking it out of the traditional close-knit family or the isolated neighbourhood environment;

 ● career prospects of young people in isolated communities – young people’s desires and 
dreams of the future.

The survey’s target group comprises 5th through 12th graders from segregated and mixed schools, 
with the latter having a substantial percentage of students from ethnic minorities most of which live in 
isolated neighbourhoods in towns or remote villages.

The survey’s target area is Shumen region. The respondents indicated a total of 42 settlements as 
their place of residence: 2 towns, which are region centres - Shumen and Sliven (with 1 pupil only), 4 
small towns (Veliki Preslav, Novi Pazar, Pliska and Kaspichan) and 36 villages, although most of them 
were indicated by 1-3 respondents.

The choice of polling schools is consistent with the scope of the UNICEF Pilot Child Marriage 
Prevention Program: 11 segregated and mixed schools attended by children from neighbourhoods with 
a predominant ethnic minority population, e.g. Roma, Millet, kopanari (‘carpenters’), and Turks. These 
are 7 elementary schools (1st to 8th grade), 2 secondary schools (1st to 12th grade) and 2 vocational high 
schools (9th to 12th grade) located in 6 municipalities: Shumen – Traiko Simeonov Secondary School 
(Shumen) and Hristo Botev Primary School (village of Ivanski); Venetz – P.R. Slaveykov Elementary 
School (Izgrev village); Novi Pazar – Nikola Y. Vaptsarov Primary School, Prof. Assen Zlatarov 
Vocational High School of Chemical Technologies and Design (VHSCTD), Vocational High School of 
Agriculture (Novi Pazar) and Snt Kliment Ohridski Primary School (St. Mikhailovski); Kaspichan – H. 
Botev Elementary School (Kaspichan village); Veliki Preslav – Chernorizets Hrabar Secondary School 
(Veliki Preslav) and H. Botev Elementary School (Zlatar village); Varbitza – Vassil Levski Elementary 
School (Ivanovo village).

The survey subject is the pupils’ attitudes, ideas, desires and dreams about their future in terms of 
family, education and professional career, and how these choices are interrelated.

Key concepts used in the survey
Child marriage: This survey interprets child marriage as the premature cohabitation of minors 
under the age of 18, including cases in which only one of the partners (the girl in most cases) is 
under 18.

Marriage and marital age: The term marriage (and, respectively, marital age) is used here as a 
generic term for both official or civil marriage, officially registered under the law – and for family-type 
cohabitation, which, according to traditional social norms in the target communities, is considered 
marriage once it is declared and endorsed within the community. The differences in respondents’ 
attitudes towards official marriage versus cohabitation have not been scrutinized for reasons of 
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questionnaire conciseness. What our study wanted to focus on are the minors’ attitudes towards the 
actual creation of a family unit regardless of its legal form.

Roma communities, ethnic communities of historical Roma origin: The Roma are a heterogeneous 
and diverse community, „composed of groups, meta-group formations and subgroups with their own 
identity.“2 The generic term „Roma and other groups in a similar situation“ was adopted in the „National 
Strategy for Roma Integration in the Republic of Bulgaria“.3 While respecting the right to self-identification, 
we have used the concept of „ethnic communities of historical Roma origin“ as a pooled notion of these 
heterogeneous ethnic groups and subgroups. 

The targeted ethnic communities include the groups living in the neighbourhoods where our target 
schools are situated: predominantly of Roma origin, e.g. Roma, subgroups with Turkish as preferred 
identity (calling themselves ‘millet’ or otherwise), kopanari or rudari (‘carpenters’ or ‘ore miners’),4 as 
well as ethnic Turks. Each mention of other ethnic communities in this study is done explicitly.

Detached/closed or isolated ethnic communities: These are ethnic, disadvantaged communities that 
live more or less as a compact population in isolated neighbourhoods/areas detached from mainstream 
society. An essential feature of these communities is not so much their ethnic origin as their closed and 
isolated nature that affects their members’ attitudes and social norms.

Spoken family language: This is the language that respondents referred to as usually spoken in their 
family. It is often different from their mother tongue, especially in mixed marriages or in integrated families 
who prefer to communicate in the official language. The term „main language spoken in the family“ identifies 
the language chosen as primary among several languages, which might be used in a family setting.

1.2. Methods
Method: This is a quantitative social survey conducted through a direct individual enquiry, i.e. filling in 
a standard questionnaire form by 5th to 12th graders in the eleven chosen schools.

The questionnaire was agreed with our on-site partners, i.e. FCCs and school management teams. 
It includes a total of 18 questions: 7 of them elicit information about the respondent and 11 elicit 
attitudes related to his/her future family, education, profession, success, dreams and interests. Four 
of the questions are open-type, and five have options for open responses. All questions pursue the 
respondent’s personal opinion alone.

Respondents and sample: Respondents from the targeted schools have not been sampled: all pupils 
from grades 5 through 12, irrespective of their ethnic background and place of residence were invited to 
participate, if they so wish, in the survey (pupils hailing from other settlements trained in several locally 
pooling target schools were also involved).

Representativeness of survey results: The poll can be deemed representative for pupils from 5th 
through 12th grade in the 11 schools surveyed in Shumen region. A sufficient share of the cohort was 

2 S. Zahova, „Social norms in Romani communities that prevent girls’ access to education and particularly to secondary education“, 
Report, p. 8.

3 National Strategy for the Integration of the Roma in the Republic of Bulgaria 2012-2020. http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.
aspx?lang=bg-BG&Id=726

4 For further details, see S. Zahova, „Social norms in Romani communities that prevent girls’ access to education and particularly to 
secondary education“, Report, p. 9.
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covered: 795 valid polls, which represent 78.2% of the total number of 1017 pupils featuring in the 
school lists. Although respondent shares per individual schools are uneven, 97.8% of the 812 pupils 
who were present in class while performing the survey did take part in it. Comparing the respondents’ 
profile with the total cohort shows a match to class ratios, with deviations of up to 1%. Departures in 
gender ratios amount to roughly 2%, with a slightly greater number of boys filling the questionnaire: 
41% of respondents were girls and 58.6% were boys compared to 43% (437) girls to 57% (580) boys 
in the overall cohort.

Respondents’ shares according to spoken language portray the seven primary schools in the survey 
as practically segregated, with 88% to 95% of trainees belonging to ethnic communities. Respondents, 
whose families mostly speak Bulgarian, are best represented in 4 mixed secondary schools, with rates 
ranging from 29.3% in the Traiko Simeonov Secondary School (Shumen) to 21.3% in the VHSCTD 
(Novi Pazar). Given the profile of the target schools and respondents, this survey can be regarded as 
representative for the mixed and segregated schools in the Shumen region. It was carried out within 
limited territorial boundaries and therefore its results cannot be extrapolated nationwide.

Survey location: Interviews were held by the interviewers in classes based on head teacher 
agreement and always in the presence of a teacher. RDE Shumen was informed of the study in 
advance. In some classes, the poll was run a second time to catch up on previously absent students.

Compliance with ethical standards: An external Ethical Methodology Review was carried out in 
the run-up for the survey. It established full compliance with UNICEF’s ethical standards in research, 
evaluation, data collection and analysis in view of observance and protection of human and children’s 
rights. The poll was anonymous and voluntary; the questionnaires were filled personally by each 
respondent.

Key assumptions: Within the framework of its objectives, the study scrutinized some key assumptions 
based on previous studies and dedicated analyses:

Assumption 1: The responses of the pupils from segregated schools are expected to show 
a dominant intention to complete secondary education, along with a well-represented one for 
elementary education and a much less represented aspiration for tertiary/university education.

This assumption is based on baseline data revealing a general low level of education among the 
Roma community and the reasons for dropping out of the education system, featuring a reluctance 
to study and lack of motivation for education,5 the „unawareness of education as a value and a 
prerequisite for a successful start in life among both pupils and their parents“.6 These findings have 
engendered expectations that students in segregated schools would be reticent in terms of aspiring 
to higher education levels. The study was designed to test the wishes among trainees, which could 
serve as a basis for developing their motivation to study. The survey was also aiming to figure out 
whether the root causes boil down to a genuine lack of interest among children, or depend on other 
factors that could in turn be targeted by interventions.

5 Reasons for dropping out of school. Analysis of the Results of a Survey commissioned by UNICEF, (2006), Report, pp. 17-18.
6 OP SESG, Guidelines for Application under procedure BG05M20P001-3.002 “Educational Integration of Students from 

Ethnic Minorities and/or Applicants/Receivers of International Protection”.
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Assumption 2: The desired level of education is expected to be slightly lower among girls than 
among boys from ethnic communities.

Statistics have registered a lower educational level among Roma women, with girls dropping out of 
school at an earlier age. Bulgaria is „among the few countries in the EU27 where the share of early 
school leavers is higher among girls than it is among boys.“7 „Functional illiteracy occurs three times 
as often among Roma women than among men in the group.“8 This does not imply that Roma girls 
are utterly unwilling to educate themselves but could suggest that they would have either equal or 
lower aspirations to complete a degree compared to boys. Having said that, in recent years „the 
number of young Roma women among tertiary level undergraduates is higher than that of young 
Roma men“.9 Their absolute number is not high, but it is nonetheless an indication of a change in 
education patterns among Roma girls. The question is to what extent the educational attitudes among 
Roma girls in the Shumen region match nationwide trends.

Assumption 3: Family and children will be strongly represented in the views of girls from 
closed ethnic communities about their future life and career.

This assumption is based on the social norms of closed communities and their entrenched traditional 
male-versus-female roles. In this kind of environment, girls are being brought up to see their future 
lives mostly in terms of raising children and being homemakers rather than in the pursuit of better 
education or a professional career.

Assumption 4: Girls from target communities are more likely to have an early marriage than 
boys.

This assumption is equally related to social norms including the virginity cult: the preservation of 
a girl’s honour is quoted as a key reason for child marriages. Marital age among boys is generally 
higher, with husbands having reached majority age in most cases.

Assumption 5: There are certain differences in the attitudes towards future education and 
career between children from isolated ethnic communities compared to mainstream children.

This assumption refers to the different conditions in which children grow up. Based on research, it is 
assumed that life in an isolated community environment affects the ways children view their future.

The key questions in the poll referred to the following:

 ● whether and to what degree do predilections for modern family models in the attitudes of 
children and adolescents from vulnerable communities crowd out traditional social norms?

 ● How truthful are the opinions held by experts that minors are more open to modernity than 
their own families, and that early marriage or pregnancy decisions are most often imposed 
by families holding on to the traditional social norms of their communities?

 ● whether and to what extent do respondents’ attitudes concerning marital age and the 
desired number of children reflect customary practices in their neighbourhoods or families?

7 Zahariev, B., Yordanov, I., Decheva, Y. 2013. Lost Future? Research into the reasons of being let outside the school 
system, Sofia: UNICEF, p. 30.

8 NRISRB, http://www.strategy.bg/StrategicDocuments/View.aspx?lang=bg-BG&Id=726
9 Data from the Student Society for the Development of Interethnic Dialogue, cit. by Zahova, S., Report, p. 11.
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 ● What are the similarities and differences in the dreams and aspirations for the future 
among peers from different ethnic backgrounds?

The main task of the survey was to register minors’ current attitudes about the future and the trends in 
social divergence among students from different communities being schooled in segregated or mixed 
schools. There are no similar national or local surveys to contrast results and confirm sustainable 
trends.



PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS
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2.1. Share of total cohort, gender and age ratios
According to interviewers, a total of 1017 pupils from the 5th through the 12th grade were listed in all 
eleven target schools.10 A sufficient number, 795, of valid polls were produced representing 78.2% of 
the total and 97.9% of the 812 class attendants at the time of polling. Due to chronic non-attendance, 
cohort coverage varied widely among schools: from 100% in three of them down to only 54.8% in one 
of the smaller schools.

Graph 211: Comparison of grade profiles between respondents and cohort: respondent allocation per grade of total number: 

795 respondents (in % above the curve) and 1017 pupils in the cohort (below the curve)

Grade ratios illustrate the relatively lower share and absolute number of secondary school trainees 
in the study, which probably reflects the real situation in isolated neighbourhoods, where a portion of 
teenagers leave the school system after the eighth grade. As a whole, data shows a minimum deviation –  
of up to 1% – in respondent ratios compared to overall school profiles. Therefore, the poll can qualify as 
representative of the targeted schools on this count.

Respondents’ age groups essentially correspond to grade ratios. By this indicator, there was no 
possibility to check correspondence with student profiles in the cohort as no baseline data were available 
on trainees’ ages across the target schools. Further on, in order to avoid the „scattering“ of age data, 
the age groups shown in Table 2 were used while processing results.

10 Students of the 12th grade in VHSCTD, Novi Pazar, were not interviewed at the request of the headmaster and preoccupation 
with exams – which is why they were not included in the total number of students.

11 The numbering of the graphs and tables in the Summary Report matches the numbering in the Detailed Report to facilitate 
inquiries and comparisons with the survey’s detailed data.
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Table 2: age groups Number Percentage

How old 
are you?

Younger than 12 168 21.2%

13 - 14 275 34.7%

15 - 16 200 25.2%

Older than 17 142 17.9%

No reply 8 1.0%

Total 793 100%

A detailed review of the data showing respondents’ grade and age revealed that between 8 and 12% 
were in a higher age group than the one pertaining to their grade. These are most likely vulnerable 
children who started their schooling at a later age, or repeaters who had failed one or more grades for 
various reasons.The gender distribution of respondents shows large disproportions in the number 
of interviewed boys and girls. The significantly lower share of responding girls, 41% or 325, compared 
to boys, 58.6% or 465, was not unexpected given the overall ratio of girls and boys in school lists: 43% 
girls (437) to 57% (580) boys. The data show just a slight under-representation of girls in the survey: 
by 2% compared to their share of the cohort, which additionally tips the discrepancy between male and 
female respondents up to 17.6% in favour of the former (14.0% according to school lists).

Table 4: Respondents ratios by gender and age

Boy Girl Total

Number Percentage Number Percentage Number Percentage

How 
old are 
you?

No reply 5 62,5 2 25,0 8 100

Younger than 12 84 50,0 84 50,0 168 100

13-14 148 53,8 126 45,8 275 100

15-16 135 67,5 64 32,0 200 100

Older than 17 93 65,5 49 34,5 142 100

Total 465 58,6 325 41,0 793 100

Table 4 shows that the number and share of girls dropping sharply and steadily with age: up to 14, girls-
boy ratio is around 50%, but upwards from that girls are dropping to one-third of respondents in the age 
bracket. That male domination actually reflects ratios in school lists, and might as well indirectly follow 
the trend for earlier drop-out among girls from isolated ethnic communities. The conjecture that girls 
more often than boys study at schools outside their neighbourhood was not corroborated by other data 
or by expert observations.
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2.2. Family environment and indications of ethnicity

The families of target students
For ethical reasons, children were only asked factual questions implying the provision of „neutral“ 
information without the need to make value judgments of their family environment. The structure of 
respondents’ families, the number of children in them, the share of large families (identified by the 
question „How many brothers and sisters do you have?“) – establishing these facts was essential in the 
analysis of minors’ attitudes.

Graph 6 shows that respondents with one or two siblings predominate, which reveals a family pattern 
with two or three children as respondents did not include themselves in the number of children in their 
family they indicated. The share of single-child respondents (8.2%) is multiple times lower than the 
national average (59.1%) according to Eurostat data for 201512 on households with children. Accordingly, 
the share of respondents from families with two or more children exceeds the national average as 
follows: two-child households account for 33.9% nationally, and 42.3% among respondents; three-child 
households have a 4.9% share nationally against 26.4% among respondents; households with four or 
more children are only 2% nationally compared to 19.9% among respondents.

Graph 6: Respondents’ breakdown by number of siblings

Overall, it can be summarized that the share of respondents hailing from large families goes beyond 
national averages by several times. Nationally, families with one and two children account for 93% 
of the total number of households with children while their share is slightly more than half (50.5%) in 
our target cohort. Large families with three or more children account for a total of 6.9% in Bulgaria 
while their share among our respondents is over six times higher: 46.3% of them reported hailing from 
families having three, four or more children.

12  Eurostat, 2016. http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=ilc_lvph05&lang=en

 

8.2%

42.3%

26.4%

11.4%

4.7%
1.9% 0.5% 1.4% 3.3%

0.0%

5.0%

10.0%

15.0%

20.0%

25.0%

30.0%

35.0%

40.0%

45.0%

None 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 and
more

No reply

"How many brothers and sisters do you have?"



13
KEY OUTCOMES OF A SURVEY ON STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES AND DREAMS OF THE FUTURE: EDUCATION, FAMILY, WORK. SUMMARY REPORT

Indications of ethnicity by language – language spoken in respondents’ families
Since questioning children on their ethnic origin is a sensitive issue, the survey sought ethnocultural 
profile indications through the language(s) spoken in the respondent’s family, with the questionnaire 
allowing more than one answer.
As the survey was conducted among students hailing from communities, which had been subject to a 
great deal of field work carried out by the three FCCs in the Shumen district, our research team had 
significant background information about them available. Our target schoolchildren were mostly coming 
from non-homogeneous ethnic communities with historical indications of Roma origin, whatever their 
contemporary self-avowed identity was. These communities speak Turkish or Romani language, as 
well as the specific Rudari dialect in the village of Zlatar. Turkish-speaking Horakhane Roma groups 
are dominant in the Shumen region: millet, Turkish Gypsies, among others, while the Roma-speaking 
groups are a great deal smaller.13 There are Roma groups in Bulgaria that do not speak Roma, but 
they are not indigenous to the Shumen region. Therefore, indicating Bulgarian as being language 
spoken in the family implies either belonging to the majority or to integrated families rather than to 
a Bulgarian-language Roma group. Families speaking only Turkish or Turkish and Bulgarian include 
ethnic Turks as well, which account for a significant percentage of the local population. But as the 
FCCs have established in their mobile field work, ethnic Turks were not a dominant group in our target 
neighbourhoods or schools (they make up roughly 10-15% of trainees). Therefore, it can safely be 
assumed that their numbers do not have a significant impact on the results.
While analysing our results and making our conclusions, we remain aware that the linguistic indicator 
is not always a precise reflection of a family’s ethnic identity. But this is the approach most easily 
applicable while interviewing children. Given all the circumstances, we believe that the linguistic principle 
is relevant for the purposes of this local study. For our target schools, the language-based breakdown 
of the cohort provides a relatively objective, bold-stroke idea of our respondents’ ethnocultural profile.
The answers to the question „What languages does your family speak?“ clearly show that Turkish is 
a distant first (71.2% or 565 responders), followed by Bulgarian (48%, 388) and Roma (19.2%, 153). 
(The sum of percentages exceeds 100% as many respondents have chosen more than one language 
in their answers.)
A more accurate picture was presented by the data on the linguistic combinations spoken in the students’ 
families whereby respondents are broken into groups according to the main spoken language (the sum 
of the percentages here equals 100).

13 See further detail on the profile of the Roma communities in Shumen region in S. Zahova, “Social norms in Romani 
communities that prevent girls’ access to education and particularly to secondary education”, Report, 2014, pp. 9, 66-71.
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Table 7: a breakdown according to the main language spoken in the family

Groups by language combinations indicated  
by respondents

Main language 
spoken in  
the family Number %

Which 
are the 
languages 
spoken in 
your family?

Only Turkish (315 – 39,6%) + Turkish and 
Bulgarian (178 – 22,4%)

Turkish 493 62.0%

And Bulgarian (126 – 15,8%) + other than 
Romani and Turkish (12–1,6%)

Bulgarian 138 17.4%

Only Romani (55 – 6,9%) + Romani and 
Bulgarian (31 – 3,9%)

Romani 86 10.8%

Turkish, Romani and Bulgarian (41 – 
5,2%) + Turkish and Romani (26 – 3,3%)

Turkish and 
Romani

67 8.4%

Other languages, no reply Other 11 1.4%

Total  795 100%

Evidently, the language indications for ethnicity show ratios that differ significantly from the ethnic 
composition of the local Shumen population as a whole, where according to NSI 2011 Census data 
59.2% identify themselves as Bulgarian, 30.3% – as Turkish, and 8.2% as Roma.

The relatively small share of the respondents who speak Bulgarian as the main language in the family 
(17.4%, 138 out of 795) can reasonably be explained by the fact we picked out either segregated or 
mixed schools for the survey. Some of these families might be of minority descent, where speaking in 
Bulgarian is a conscious choice by the parents aimed at facilitating their children’s social adaptation 
and schooling. Data on linguistic combinations show that 32.9% of respondents’ families have chosen 
to speak the official Bulgarian language along with their mother tongue. Once again, the Bulgarian 
speakers in our segregated and mixed schools were not construed as „representatives of the majority“, 
but as one of the communities to be polled. The group that indicated both the Romani and Turkish 
languages as spoken in the family most likely comprises extended families of mixed origin, or hailing 
from different subgroups, mostly millet and Roma.



ATTITUDES TO FAMILY PATTERNS
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Several key elements of family pattern preferences were polled: the preferred age for starting a family; 
the desired number of children; the aspirations to form a family, which is independent from the extended 
family and/or is able to leave the isolated community realm.

3.1. Preferred age to start a family
The child marriages/cohabitations below the age of 18 are definitely not highly aspired among 
respondents.

Graph 9: at what age would you like to get married?

What the data show is that more than half of respondents, 54.6% (434), share a preference for a marital 
age between 20 and 24. 18% (143) of them wanted to create a family aged 25-29, while a small group of 
1.8% (14) even indicated an age beyond 30. 17.7% of respondents (141) indicated a preferred marital 
age of 18-19, which is again within the majority scope.
Ready to marry at minority age were 2.7%: 0.9% wanted cohabitation „at 14-15“ (7 respondents), and 
1.8% (14 respondents) wanted it „at 16-17“. That makes a total of 21 respondents, a small group in 
statistical terms, but no less significant in terms of the vulnerability of its members and their exposure to 
risk of social exclusion. In practical terms, those 17.7% who share preferences to get married at 18-19 
also fall within the risk area as this is still a secondary school age.
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A breakdown by gender and age 
Graph 10: a breakdown of marital age preferences by gender 

In terms of predilection to marry at 18-19 or 20-24, girls visibly outperform boys, subsequently dropping 
significantly under them across the higher age brackets. The small number of girls who took favourably 
to marrying at the lowest age bracket permits no generalizations, but data still seems to suggest that 
girls are less likely to get married at 14-15, with only 0.3% compared to the 1.3% for boys, but a slightly 
higher number of girls accepted the idea of marriage at 16-17 – 2.2% against 1.5% for boys.

The poll shows a certain preference for earlier marriages among girls while boys are better represented 
in the higher age brackets. These discrepancies correspond to the prevalent practice across isolated 
ethnic groups of wives being younger than husbands. This is also corroborated by respondents’ views 
of the typical marital age for men and women across their own neighbourhoods. These attitudes, along 
with the actual situation, corroborate the fact that premature marriages affect mostly girls who more 
often than their spouses tend to tie the knot within their own minority.

The age factor manifests itself by elevating the desired marital age among older respondents.
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Trends in attitudes according to ethnicity
Marital age preferences according to the languages spoken in respondents’ families give an idea of how 
ethnic origins affect minors’ wedlock aspirations.

Table 9: marital age preferences within family language groups

At what age would 
you like to get 

married?

Main language spoken in the family
Total for all 

respondents

Bulgarian Turkish and 
Romani Romani Turkish Number 

Percentage 
(by column)

14-15  6.00%  0.40% 7 0.9%
16-17 1.40%  1.20% 2.20% 14 1.8%
18-19 7.90% 16.40% 36.00% 17.60% 141 17.7%
20-24 48.90% 64.20% 51.20% 55.40% 434 54.6%
25-29 27.30% 9.00% 7.00% 18.70% 143 18.0%

Over 30 4.30%  2.30% 1.20% 14 1.8%

I prefer to stay single 2.30% 3.00% 2.30% 1.80% 16 2.0%

No reply, other 7.90% 1.40%  2.70% 26 3.2%
Total % by spoken 

languages 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.0%

Number of replies 138 67 86 493 795

It is evident that respondents across linguistic groups show a preference for 20-24 as the age to get 
married. Next comes 25-29 as the second most preferred marital age among Bulgarian-speaking 
respondents versus Roma-speaking or Turkish-and-Romani speaking groups that instead seem to opt 
for the 18-19 bracket. The Turkish-speaking group has equally second-ranking preferences for the ages 
25-29 and 18-19. Each of the four language groups had a tiny minority that opted for, „I prefer to stay 
single.“

The small share of respondents with a preference for marriage under the age of 18 should by no means 
be extrapolated over the whole ethnic community they represent. This poll only registers attitudes 
among adolescents who stay within the school system. Polling their peers in the same communities 
hailing from marginalized families and already out of school, with some even already married, would 
inevitably reveal higher preferences for cohabitation or family life within the minority age.

In outline, this indicator confirms the general trend towards a dwindling number of child marriages/
cohabitations among the Roma community and other ethnic communities in a similar situation. It also 
shows an incremental elevation in marital age preferences among the isolated ethnic communities 
in Shumen district, whether of Roma or Turkish self-confessed identity. Moreover, the poll outcomes 
suggest that tolerance for child marriage is depleting more rapidly among minors than among their 
parents’ and grandparents’ generations.

Our correlation analysis of the survey results could not single out a leading factor steering respondent 
attitudes. Yet the poll shows that life at the margin/social exclusion that create isolated ethnic 
communities command tendencies towards close-knit families or self-segregation away from the 
macro-society.
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The Bulgarian language use indicator for ethnic community families also shows discrepancies in terms 
of marital age preferences. Students hailing from families where only the mother tongue – other than 
Bulgarian – is spoken shows significant divergence against those who speak Bulgarian in addition to 
their mother tongue. It is starkly registered in all three groups of respondents from ethnic communities 
grouped according to the main language spoken in the family. Graph 14 exclusively illustrates this for 
the Romani language group, but the trend is similarly succinct for the other two groups as well.

Graph 14: Attitudes of pupils from Roma-speaking families 

As seen across groups, schoolchildren whose families speak Bulgarian along with their mother tongue 
have shown preferences for a higher marital age. Among respondents who have indicated the 18-19 
and 20-24 brackets as their preferred marital age, the gap between those who only speak Romani or 
Romani and Turkish in their families and those who speak Bulgarian as well reaches 20 percentage 
points. Students whose family language is only Turkish show gaps of about 10 percentage points.
Polling data confirm that aspirations to integrate with the macro-society affect marital age preferences 
of minority children: all three graphs highlight predilections for later marriage among families where 
parents have chosen to speak Bulgarian along with their mother tongue.

3.2. Desired number of children
„How many children would you like to have?“ is the second question in registering respondents’ 
ideas about their future families. The question is crucial given the fact that the survey targets ethnic 
communities viewed with prejudice and apprehension by society at large due to misguided notions of 
high birth rates in every Roma family and alleged irresponsibility among Roma parents.

The results show respondents are strongly alienated from the notion of family with many children. 
Preferences for the two-child family starkly dominate, with 66.7% (530 respondents) having opted for 
it. The one-child family is a distant second, being only chosen by 12.6% (100 respondents). The two 
types of respondents between them come close to 80% of the cohort. Only 11.1% (88 respondents) 
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shared a wish to have three children, which is more than twice as low as the share of respondents 
actually coming from families with 3 children (26.4% of them reported to have two siblings). A mere 
4.9% (39 respondents) wanted four or more children while nearly 20% of them said they were hailing 
from families that had 4 or more children born to them.

No drastic gender differences are seen in terms of the desired number of children: 70.35% of the 
girls and 68% of the boys would prefer to have 2 children in their future families. There is also a slight 
tendency for boys to prefer a high number of children compared to girls. The preference for a single 
child is shared by 15.46% of the girls, which is 4 points above the same response for the boys group 
(11.33%). This gap shrinks to 2.3% among those who wish to have 2 children in their families. Similarly, 
in the „large family zone“, 10.09% of girls would like to have 3 children, which is 2% less than boys 
would do so (12.22%); 4.5% less girls would opt for 4 or more children compared to boys.

Graph 18: Preferred number of children in the four groups per main spoken language in the family

The comparison between the four ethnic groups (main language in the family) in terms of the desired 
number of children shows little difference between them. Contrary to the widely syndicated prejudices 
towards the Roma, it is especially important to note that no significant differences emerge between 
respondents whose main family language is Bulgarian and those hailing from ethnic minorities. The 
share of respondents who prefer to have one child is the lowest among the group with Bulgarian as the 
main spoken language – and the highest among respondents who mainly speak Roma in their families. 
Exactly the opposite ratio is seen among those who would like to have four or more children.
How does the use of Bulgarian along with the mother tongue in ethnic minority families affect minors’ 
attitudes towards the desired number of children? No significant differences emerge here with the 
exception of the Romani-speaking group where respondents from Romani-and-Bulgarian speaking 
families have higher preferences for two children in their future family (by about 9%) and lower preference 
for three children (by about 4%). Unlike marital age preferences, the predilection for integration and use 
of Bulgarian language in the family appear to have less influence on attitudes related to the number 
of children in the family. It is likely that the registered trends towards a preference for less children are 
influenced by a wider range of factors in closed-type ethnic communities.
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How the structure of respondents’ families affects the number of children they want can be traced if 
we compare the latter with the data about sibling numbers.

Graph 22: Breakdown of preferences regarding the number of children according to the number of re-
spondent siblings

The predilection for change is what dominates here. Only between 5 and 15% across individual 
brackets of respondents declare their readiness to repeat their parents’ family pattern. For instance, 
only 12% of respondents from families with three children (i.e. who reported having two siblings) said 
they wanted three children in their future family. The only exception here are the two-child families 
where the willingness to repeat the pattern is shared by 71.4% of respondents.

Graph 23: Comparison of family patterns based on the number of children in the actual and the desired 
family of the respondent
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The trend to modernize the family model and reduce the number of children is starkly illustrated by the 
comparison in Graph 23 between the structure of respondents’ actual families and that of their desired 
future families. Respondents are clearly pivoting away from the large family model of their parents, with 
very few of them intending to have three or more children in their future families. Our results corroborate 
the growing daylight between the aspirations of teenagers from ethnic communities and the traditional 
large family models, and a decisive mental shift towards mainstream family patterns. This trend is 
constituent in the process of modernizing family practices within isolated ethnic communities.

3.3. Impact of the community environment
The social environment and social norms in the community are an important factor in shaping the 
dominant views in respect of family patterns and child marriages. We tried to establish their characteristics 
through the personal observations and experiences of respondents through the questions: „At what age 
do they usually marry in the neighbourhood where you live?“ and „Do you know girls/boys at your age 
who are already married?“

Graph 25: Typical marital age for men and women in the neighbourhood where respondents live

This graph shows what, according to the respondent, is the usual marital age for men and women in 
their neighbourhood. The lowest age limits, under 14, are rarely mentioned for men (3%) and five times 
as often for women, by 15.5% of respondents. Child marriage at age 15-16 years is the most commonly 
mentioned one for women, by 35.8%, and by 10.8% for men. Thereafter, percentages are gradually 
sloping down for women, whereas for men the peak of 36.1% is registered at age 19-20. The latter is 
indicated by 18.9% of respondents as typical for women. Male and female percentages converge at age 
17-18, with 2.5% more men marrying this old. Also, Chart 25 confirms the commonly held belief that the 
usual marriage age for males is higher than that for females.
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There is no single predominant indication for the usual marriage age in the neighbourhoods within 
language groups. All age brackets are represented across the board for both men and women, except 
for respondents who mostly speak Turkish-and-Romani – they have by and large excluded the age 
beyond 21 as a common marital age for women. A higher wedlock age of over 19 dominates in the 
group where the main spoken language is Bulgarian, yet child marriages seem to be no exception in 
the neighbourhoods inhabited by this group.

The community impact was also gauged through personal experiences with regard to respondents’ 
family and friends. Data show a significant share of children who personally know married peers: 61.1% 
of respondents know married girls and 41.4% of them know married boys their age.

Graph 29: Do you know girls/boys of your age who are already married? (The replies are broken down 
by respondent age.)

The data broken down by age give an approximate orientation as to the age of respondents, and, 
respectively, of their married peers from their neighbourhoods. Respondents are highly likely to reflect a 
significantly wider range around and above their own. Equally, most of their answers undoubtedly refer to 
common acquaintances who are already married. Thus, the evidence of the 62 respondents (36.9%) aged 
up to 12 who claim to know already married girls their age does not prove the existence of 62 individual 
cases of child marriage. Girls married around 12 years of age are an exception in the Shumen region.
Survey data comparisons show a clear-cut trend whereby marital age aspirations go higher than 
the usual age for the neighbourhoods where respondents live. Graph 29a provides yet another 
confirmation of the growing daylight between the preferred marital age among respondents and the 
reported typical one in their neighbourhoods.
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Graph 29a: Preferred marital age crossed with perceptions of the usual female marital age in the re-
spondent’s neighbourhood

The analysis of the links between the desired marital age and the respondents’ perceptions of social 
norms in their neighbourhood shows that the choice of respondents is likely to be influenced only when 
it comes to the preferences for child marriages. Across the other groups, the preferred marital age is 
way beyond the typical female one in their neighbourhood. The results of this poll don’t go as far as 
to justify a claim that children’s thinking has radically departed from their parents’, but it nonetheless 
detects visible signs of minors moving away from the existing social norms regarding marital age in their 
communities – as the latter is reported by polled minors themselves.

3.4. Autonomy of the future family and overcoming territorial segregation
The question „Where would you like to live after you get married?“ is designed to probe into young 
people’s attitudes of how autonomous/independent from the parent community they prefer to be. This 
is a crucial issue across segregated and traditional ethnic communities, with young families living in 
one of the parents’ home being a common practice. A preference for striking out on their own, away not 
only from their parents, but also from their neighbourhood, would suggest a predilection to abandon the 
isolation of the ghetto, modernize family patterns and integrate into mainstream society.

The results show a clear preference for living in a separate home, but within the neighbourhood, close 
to where the parents live (37.4%). Nearly one-third, or 29.6%, of respondents, say they prefer to live 
together with the parents of one of the spouses, thus displacing from the second position the group that 
wants to live „in a separate home outside the neighbourhood.“ Typically, the young family remains with 
the boy’s parents, which is corroborated by 28.3% of the boys wanting to live „with my parents“ and 
18.7% of girls opting to stay „with his parents“. A total of 24.3% of young respondents expect and/or 
prefer to live with the husband’s parents once they are married.
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Graph 31: Where would you like to live after you get married?

There is a clear tendency to break away from traditional family patterns through achieving independence 
of the young couple from the extended family: over 60% of respondents prefer to live in a separate 
home as a future family (37.4% want to stay within the neighbourhood while 25.2% prefer to venture 
out of the neighbourhood) against about 30% who would stick to the tradition of living together with 
their parents. Girls appear significantly more willing than boys to live in a separate home in proximity to 
where the parents live, but genders show very close predilections for striking out of the neighbourhood 
– with minimal deviations from the average data for all respondents.
Asked whether they were „for“ or „against“ the territorial segregation in ethnic groups, respondents from 
mixed Turkish and Roma-speaking families showed the highest predisposition (25.4%) to leave their 
closed neighbourhood. Second came those with Turkish as the main family language, at 21.3%. The 
smallest share, albeit marginally different, was registered among mainly Roma-speaking adolescents 
(20.9%). This percentage goes up to 35,3% among respondents mainly speaking Bulgarian in their 
families. The readiness to step outside their close communities is evident among the study’s target 
groups. Registered ratios give clear indications of modernization in aspired family patterns.
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This part of the survey presents a snapshot of the aspirations in terms of education, professional 
careers and desired achievement among the adolescents from the target schools in Shumen region. It 
is well known that minors in these age groups often change their preferences or dreams, therefore the 
ones shared at a certain moment in time cannot reasonably be accepted as sustainable. Nonetheless, 
they provide clues into what career and life choices could be promoted as alternatives to child marriage 
and early childbearing.

4.1. Attitudes towards education
The aspired education levels vary widely among the target group, with answers ranging from „6th grade“ 
all the way to „university“. Yet they are dominated by the ambition to complete the secondary school 
level, or 12th grade (56,2%), and higher/tertiary education (29.3%). A more modest schooling ambition 
was claimed by 12% of the respondents: 5.2% wanted to finish somewhere between 9th and 11th grade; 
5% aspired for the 8th grade, which they perceived as ‘primary education’ according to the ranking in 
the previous education law. Only 1.8% wanted to quit schooling once having finished 6th or 7th grade.

The overall survey results and the interest shown by respondents to pursue higher education fly in the 
face of assumptions 1 and 2, based on the higher risk of dropping out of school, especially for girls. 
Gender comparison of results registers positive trends in girls’ attitudes towards better education.

Graph 33: Which grade would you like to complete – average and gender breakdown

The ambitions for high school and university education taken together are better featured, at 88%, 
among girls than among boys, at 83.7%. The data clearly show stronger aspirations for tertiary 
education among girls compared to boys: 38% of the former would like to finish university versus 23% 
of the latter, with the girls’ responses exceeding the boys’ in absolute numbers as well. Accordingly, the 
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aspiration to complete secondary education, or 12th grade, features more strongly among the boys, at 
60.7%, than among the girls, at 50%. These data are definitely discrepant with our Assumption 2, which 
implied lower schooling aspirations among girls. As there are no previous data available, it is hard to say 
whether our results reveal a trend in girls’ educational attitudes – or whether they have just voiced their 
educational aspirations, which had been previously unsolicited and remained unaccomplished under 
the pressure of the social norms in their immediate environment.
Educational ambitions in the age brackets stay within proximity to the average percentages for the 
cohort. 12-year-olds seem to nurture a stronger desire to have tertiary education than the 13-14-year-
olds, and conversely, the latter are more willing to graduate from high school and the least willing to go 
to university. It makes sense that the 17-year-olds – already in the top high school grades – show a high 
degree of readiness to complete their secondary school and even a university level.
The ethnicity-related data profoundly contradict some dominant findings in various studies and 
analyses reporting a low degree of educational incentive among ethnic communities, including among 
children and adolescents.

Graph 35: educational aspiration – a breakdown by main spoken language in the family

Data in the three minority groups (by main spoken language in the family) polled clearly shows that more 
than 50% of respondents are willing to complete their secondary education. The share of respondents 
nurturing the ambition to obtain tertiary education significantly outstrips our Assumption 2: it ranges from 
27% among respondents who mainly speak Turkish language in the family, through almost 24% among 
respondents from mixed marriages down to the lowest, but no less robust, share of 19, 8% among 
students from Roma-speaking families. The graph clearly illustrates the similarities in the attitudes of 
respondents from the three ethno-cultural communities.
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A substantial divergence from the ambitions of pupils from Bulgarian-language families is palpable: 
among the latter, the share of those who aspire for higher education is higher than that of students who 
only want secondary education. Conversely, respondents from ethnic minorities still predominantly cling 
to the aspiration for secondary education. Having said that, our results also seem to indicate that the 
gaps in reported ambitions for better education between Bulgarian-language respondents and minority-
language ones is slowly melting.

4.2. Career choices
The interests and attitudes of respondents as regards their future occupation and career are mainly 
explored through the open question, „What kind of profession would you like to attain?“ The diverse 
responses were clustered into several categories: according to the level of education needed for a 
particular profession; according to personal qualities and talents; by specific professions, crafts or 
services. These categories are not homogeneous, but this kind of classification might give a more 
succinct picture of respondents’ aspirations seen through the prism of education, personal skills, 
prestige, etc.

Graph 36a: Aspirations for professional career allocated in categories (percentages from a total number 
of 774 respondents that replied the question)

The relatively high share of preference for professions requiring higher education is obviously an 
output of higher career and life aspirations. The range of concrete professions and occupations is very 
broad and diverse. The top 7 positions are occupied by: hairdressers (13.4%), soccer players (10.1%), 
physicians (5.2%), drivers (4.8%), police officers (4.4%), car mechanics (4.3%) and singers (4.2%). 
Roughly a quarter of responses reveal aspirations for socially prestigious professions or pragmatic 
choices of occupations, which are popular in the community. Dreams of prominence and fame, which 
are by and large typical for teenagers, are claimed in about one fifth of the answers.
The gender distribution shows significant differences when it comes to choosing one’s future profession. 
Girls report three times higher ambitions for professions requiring tertiary education: 31.9% vs. 10.9% 

number of 774 respondents that replied the question) 
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for boys. Opting for professions that do not require higher education is relatively even between girls and 
boys. Sports occupy a second place among the occupational aspirations of boys, with 20.2% vs. only 
3.1% for girls, while for the arts the proportion is reverse, albeit with a much smaller difference.
In the distribution by ethnicity, there are clear indications that the differences in the profile of adolescents 
from minority-language families and the ones from Bulgarian-language families are melting away. The 
predilection to choose a profession requiring higher education is the lowest among respondents from 
Roma-language families (9.3%), significantly higher among respondents from Turkish-and-Romani 
language backgrounds (19.4%), and the highest among respondents hailing from Turkish speaking 
(21.1%) and Bulgarian speaking (22.3%) families. 
The picture is reversed vis-a-vis professions that do not require higher education: they are mostly 
preferred by Romani-language respondents (40.7%) and the least preferred by respondents whose 
families mostly speak Turkish-and-Romani (32.8%). The shares of the respondents from the Bulgarian-
speaking and Turkish-speaking families are again close, at about 37%. These results probably reflect 
the presence of a small number of ethnic Turks among respondents, where the level of education is 
generally higher than that of Roma communities.
Although professional interests mutate fast during childhood and adolescence, the survey results show 
clear trends towards reducing the clearance between schoolchildren from different ethnic groups – 
indeed, this conclusion is confined here within isolated communities. The adolescents’ career aspirations 
go beyond the demands of local communities. However rational, pragmatic – or otherwise – these 
aspirations might be at their age, they indicate a need to provide stronger support and incentive towards 
school excellence and better career choices.

4.3. Interests and dreams for the future
The ways respondents imagine their future reflected in the answers to the question „What do you dream 
about?“ unsurprisingly run the gamut. Aggregate data reveals a dominant presence of dreams of a good 
job or profession: 36.6% of all respondents are ready to pursue professions requiring higher education. 
Although coming after cars, education is also among the priority dreams, with a 12.8% of the polls.

The significant common weight of profession and education in respondents’ shared dreams definitely 
offers a launch pad for further development of their ambitions and motivation.

Graph 39: Summarized data grouped by subject: What do you dream about?
Graph 39: Summarized data grouped by subject: What do you dream about? 
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According to ethnicity indications, work and profession are most succinctly present in the dreams of 
Turkish-and-Romani-speaking teenagers, at 49.2%, and the least present (31.7%) among respondents 
from Bulgarian-language families. Education is most often mentioned by respondents from the Turkish 
speaking group (14%), and the least aspired among the Romani speaking group of respondents, 9.3%. 
Having said that, the graph illustrates shared dreams across groups regardless of their ethnic origin, 
flowing into a common stream with insignificant diversions in one direction or another.
What would you like to have most of all? 
The question begs a prioritizing of preferences, with respondents being asked to select three out of 
eleven options – and possibly add some more in the „Other“ box.

Graph 40: What would you like to have most of all? – shares of respondents who chose any of  
the concrete responses

Here again good education (55.7%) is a distant top priority followed by family (44.8%), and further down 
by almost equally ranked good work, money and love (between 35 and 32%). 

The distribution of groups by main spoken language in the family shows both some points of unanimity 
and departures from them. The former is observed in the choice of three options: „good education“, 
„children“, and, to a certain degree, „good job“ similarly prioritized across the four ethnic groups, with 
divergence never exceeding 3-4 percent. 

There is less similarity between girls and boys when it comes to ranking their priorities. The gender 
breakdown reveals that points of unanimity are only registered in the least preferred options: „big house“, 
„travel and adventure“ and „expensive clothes“. The gender differences are within the 5 percent mark 
when it comes to „good work“ and „children“. Contrary to our initial assumptions, girls’ aspirations for 
„good work“ outweigh the boys’ by 5% whereas the boys declare 5% stronger desire for children than girls.
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 Graph 42: What would you like to have most of all? – Gender breakdown

The registered priority differences between girls and boys confirm the conclusions from their reported 
aspirations for children and education. Girls have shared much higher ambitions for good education –  
65% against 49.4% for boys. The same predilections are seen in the wide gender gap between the 
ambitions for higher education: it is claimed by 38% of girls and only 23% of boys. Similarly, the higher 
percentage of boys who have indicated children as a priority (20% vs. 15.3% for girls) reaffirms the 
already registered trend that the boys in these communities want children more than the girls.
These indicators round up the profile of surveyed girls as relatively more ambitious and more focused 
on their future personal accomplishment than boys. The female respondents’ profile in this study also 
essentially identifies elements of a gender emancipation process in these ethnic communities, at least 
in terms of the horizons they aspire to in their development.
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4.4. Ideas for personal development and career
Intersections of different indicators in the survey provided some opportunities to analyse the links 
between different aspects of personal development views among respondents: education, family, work, 
notions of prestige and success.

Family and education
The key question here is how respondents match their schooling aspirations with their family projections. 
Graph 44 shows the preferred marital age for each group contrasted with the desired level of education, 
e.g. when respondents would like to get married if they want to complete 8th or 12th school grade or get 
a university degree.

Graph 44: Aspired level of education crossed with preferred marital age 

Evidently, most of the desired marital ages are present in each one of the educational aspiration groups. 
More than half of respondents (54.6%) would like to marry between 20 and 24, which is the typical age 
for being a university undergraduate. The most controversial are the views of those who are prone to 
early marriage (between 14 and 17) yet at the same time are ambitious enough to aspire for better 
education, including secondary school or even university.
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Graph 45: comparison between marital age bands and education level bands – shares from a cohort of 
752 respondents

Matching the indicators for marital age and educational aspirations helped us group respondents 
according to their intention to marry UNDER or ABOVE the age of completing their aspired education 
levels. 65.3% of respondents want to start a family after completing their chosen level of education, 
but the share of respondents who have indicated concurrent periods for marriage and education is 
also relatively high: a total of 34.7% believe it is possible to raise a family and be schooled at the same 
time. The percentage of respondents who want to be married under the age, at which they might have 
possibly completed their aspired education level, increases at the higher end of education to peak at 
university level.

The results clearly outline the areas where school accomplishments might be jeopardized by family 
aspirations. The stated intention to marry under 18-19 years of age (shared by 24.2% of those wishing 
to complete 12th grade) could definitely stand in the way of finishing secondary education: in these 
communities, the adolescents who continue their schooling once they tie the knot are no more than 
rare exceptions. 

The critical area also includes respondents who have expressed a desire for higher education and 
an intention to marry under 18-19 (8.6% of the ‘future university students’): marrying that early could 
overshadow even their secondary education – let alone any further schooling.

Unlike the group nurturing ambitions for secondary education, respondents with university aspirations 
are dominated by those (at 57.5%) for whom marital age either coincides with or precedes the time 
of study. By and large, tertiary education is compatible with family life, with today’s undergraduates, 
including those of the Roma ethnicity, often working and living in a marriage or cohabitation. Indeed, 
there is no reason why this pattern shouldn’t be shared by the young people from isolated ethnic 
communities, but it is contingent on passing the additional barriers for girls put in place by paternalistic 
social norms in their communities. In most cases, the combination of family life and university would 
require that the young family leave their isolated neighbourhood and thus become independent of 
traditional family patterns and the authority of mothers-in-law. 
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The polling data suggest an assumption among respondents that marriage and education could coexist. We 
assume that some respondents never thought too hard about the possible clash between the two. But it is 
no less likely that what respondents actually imagine is the embracing of a more up-to-date family pattern. 
Therefore, their attitudes might indicate a trend towards modernizing family life in their communities.

Education and profession
Graph 47: What profession would you like to attain and which grade would you like to complete?

The crossing of indicators relating to aspired professions and education levels show how much these 
two types of ambitions are matched in the mindset of respondents. It also suggests the degree of rational 
thinking behind expressed aspirations for education and career:

 ● Among those wishing to pursue professions for which higher education is indispensable, there 
is a very large share of respondents having failed to indicate an intention for university studies: 
37.8% of them only aspire for 12th grade level, and some of them (4.5%) even aim lower than 
that by wishing to only finish 8th or 10th grade). Still, 54.5% have matched their aspiration for 
university education with their career ambitions.

 ● A higher than necessary education level has been claimed by 20.6% by choosing professions 
that can be pursued without university degrees.

As a whole, the data reveal a significant discrepancy in the adolescents’ wishes for education and 
professional career. It can be considered normal for their age, but nonetheless suggests the need for 
targeted work and support for rational thinking patterns when it comes to making decisions about future 
life choices and education opportunities.
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Key conclusions from the analysis of the results
Firstly,	the	survey	has	detected	significant	positive	trends	in	terms	of	respondents’	readiness	
to overcome the exclusion of their communities and shorten the distance to their mainstream 
peers.

 ● Respondents’ desired marital age does not differ significantly across represented ethnic 
groups. as a whole, the survey confirms the general trend after moving away from child 
marriages/cohabitation, along with a growing preference for a later marital age in both the 
attitudes and practices of isolated ethnic communities.

 ● The modernization of family patterns manifests itself in respondents’ preferences for 
a higher marital age (54.6% share the desire to marry between 20 and 24, and 18% – 
between 25 and 30), in their intention to have less children and in the predominant (among 
60% of respondents) preference for autonomy of their future family away from their parent’s 
household.

 ● A predilection for child marriage – under the age of 18 – was only registered among 2.7% of 
respondents; they constitute the most vulnerable group.

 ● The poll has found that the elevation of preferred marital age – most likely commanded by 
the drive to integrate with the macro-society – is stronger among adolescents from families, 
which, along with their mother tongue, speak Bulgarian at home. The desired marital age 
of respondents from such families is up to 20 percentage points higher compared to their 
peers whose families only speak Romani, or Romani-and-Turkish – and up to 10% higher 
than children whose families only speak Turkish.

 ● Respondents appear firmly alienated from the pattern of a family with many children, given 
the strong dominance of the two-child family in their preferences – as claimed by 66.7% 
of them. Along with those who wish to have a single child (12.6%), 80% of respondents, 
including children from large families with three or more children, would rather opt for a 
family with either one or with two children.

 ● Respondents seem inclined to venture outside the closed neighbourhood of their childhood, 
which is a resolute departure from the ambitions of their parents. When it comes to the place 
of residence for their own young family, about a quarter of respondents would choose to live 
„in a separate living place outside the neighbourhood.“

Secondly, the survey registers ambitions for better education and professional career, which 
strongly dominate the attitudes of respondents across the targeted ethnic communities.

 ● The data show aspirations for better education, strongly dominated by secondary education, 
or 12th grade (56.2%), and higher education (29.3%), with only 12% of respondents sharing 
lower schooling ambitions.

 ● Linked with ethnic identity indicators, the results show that respondents who mostly speak 
Bulgarian language have a higher share of aspirations for tertiary education than for 
secondary one while ethnic minority respondents still predominantly limit their ambition to 
high school.

 ● Reported ambitions for future professional development also corroborate the trend towards 
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a gradual melting of divergence among adolescents from different communities. The 
preferences for professions that require higher education (shared by an overall 22.3% of 
respondents) are the highest among respondents mostly speaking Turkish (21.1%) and 
Bulgarian (22.3%). These professions are least aspired by Romani-speaking respondents 
(9.3%), and substantially more aspired by Turkish-and-Romani-speaking respondents 
(19.4%).

 ● Work and profession occupy a dominant position among respondents’ dreams, being 
reported by 36.6% of the whole cohort, with a significant share of professions requiring higher 
education. Education is among the priority dreams, being present in 12.8% of the polls.

 ● Respondents’ attitudes are definitely dominated (65.3%) by a predilection to marry only after 
accomplishing the desired educational level. The remaining 34.7% wanted to get married 
at an age lower than or coinciding with the one pertaining to the desired education level. 
This group is exposed to the strongest risk of not completing their secondary education. 
However, respondents aspiring university studies are also featured among them, with some 
of them perhaps imagining the possibility of a more up-to-date family model.

Thirdly,	 the	survey	has	 found	significantly	higher	 ambitions	 for	professional	 careers	among	
girls than among boys.

It is true that the survey covers only girls who continue their studies and fails to reflect the attitudes among 
girls who have already dropped out of school. Yet among the targeted girls who have remained within the 
education system there are key indications for a changing mindset and expectations for the future:

 ● Girls’ aspirations for professions that require higher education are three times as high as 
the boys’ – 31.9% vs. 10.9%. The preference for professions demanding lesser education is 
shared more or less evenly between girls and boys.

 ● Gender data analysis outlines a clear preference among girls to create a family at a lower 
age, yet at the same they want fewer children than boys.

 ● The results show a strong preference to a better education among girls: the total share 
of girls opting for completed 12th grade and higher education is 88%, slightly higher than 
the same indicator for boys, at 83.7%. 38% of girls nurture the ambition to get a university 
degree against 23% of boys.

 ● The girls’ polling results also register signs of emancipation among isolated ethnic 
communities, e.g. lower preferred number of children in their future families, ambitions for 
better education and career, and aspirations for personal development.

Apart from the well-known issues, the survey has identified some specific	 risk	 areas within the 
intersections between education, professional career and family-related attitudes, which ought to be 
addressed:

 ● Only 2.7% of respondents have reported readiness for child marriage/cohabitation prior to 
majority age; although small, this group is essential in terms of children’s rights, vulnerability 
and risk of social exclusion.

 ● The zone of risk also includes those 17.7% who report 18-19 as their preference for marital age 
as this implies they intend to get married without having completed their secondary education.



39
KEY OUTCOMES OF A SURVEY ON STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES AND DREAMS OF THE FUTURE: EDUCATION, FAMILY, WORK. SUMMARY REPORT

Our survey provides ample evidence that the gap in the stated life and career choices between peers 
with Bulgarian as the main spoken family language and those hailing from ethnic minority families is far 
smaller than the real-life differences between such groups on these counts. Apparently, the aspirations 
and dreams of adolescents from all target groups are fairly similar, but their actual capacity to achieve 
them are much more divergent due to the limitations of social exclusion and marginalization in the 
isolated communities some of them come from – and in many cases these constraints prove the key 
factors shaping their future.

Both the educational aspirations and the desired marital age of respondents sound too optimistic to fit 
into the situation on the ground. This corroborates the observations that their subsequent decisions are 
pretty much steered by factors outside their own personal will. It is clear that their actual life achievements 
will depend less on their personal desires than on the community and family environment as well as on 
other external factors, e.g. the social status of their closed communities and their limited opportunities 
for personal development.

Parents’ attitudes towards child marriages and the influence of the community environment were 
scrutinized in a study attached herein: the so-called Thematic Analysis on how the service network 
matches the actual needs of children hailing from the most vulnerable communities in Shumen Region. 
The Thematic Analysis was carried out by UNICEF in November-December 2017. It was an in-depth 
field study into dominant parents’ preconceptions assessing the relative weight of each one of them in 
understanding the factors and motives behind the clinging onto child marriage and early childbearing 
in isolated ethnic communities.

Recommendations
Based on the clues provided by the survey results, a few recommendations can be made to guide child 
marriage schemes covering the Shumen district. 

Within the framework of the integrated child marriage prevention program, the school needs to 
take on a new role, aimed at:

−	 promotion of alternative life and career choices capable of unseating child marriage in the 
priorities at adolescents from isolated ethnic communities, and

−	 providing support for the achievement of the education level and professional career desired 
by youngsters. Schools need to carve out a new role in shaping the interests and aspirations of 
adolescents; they have to become generators of alternatives, which are attractive to win them 
away from their predetermined future of early marriage and childbearing.

Although school interventions designed to prevent child marriages need to accommodate the specifics 
of the environment where adolescents live, a few generic recommendations can be made for the work 
within schools:

 ● Interventions should reach out to all schoolchildren rather than aim to only cover children 
from ethnic communities.

 ● The registered strong aspirations for better education and prestigious careers among respondents 
are a good foundation for fostering positive attitudes, motivation and practical skills towards their 
future life achievements – giving them the tools to turn their dreams into reality.

 ● Targeted and consistent efforts are needed to improve the schooling achievements of pupils 



40
KEY OUTCOMES OF A SURVEY ON STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES AND DREAMS OF THE FUTURE: EDUCATION, FAMILY, WORK. SUMMARY REPORT

in segregated and mixed schools: class attendance alone is not enough; trainees need 
genuine knowledge and self-esteem. Teachers can enlist their students’ dreams among the 
tools giving them incentives towards better learning and higher-quality knowledge.

 ● The timing discrepancies between respondents’ schooling aspirations and their professional 
ambitions should be addressed through systematic work designed to promote rational 
understanding of adolescent life, education and career choices.

 ● Raising awareness of children’s rights. This work should specifically target girls with the aim 
of building up their confidence in asserting the right to choose their future.

 ● Individual and group work with adolescents is needed to raise awareness of the relationship 
between education and family. This work should be designed to create skills for rational 
priority choices and finding an adequate balance between school and home making.

 ● Schools are well advised to adopt a system of health and sexual education accommodating 
the needs of different age groups.

 ● In more practical terms, education levels will have to be explained in line with the new 
pre-school and school law. This is particularly important for younger pupils, some of whom 
apparently still expect to complete their primary education in the 8th grade.

 ● Schools should also develop practical tools to reintegrate and retain girls involved in 
cohabitation or marriage.

 ● Flexible motivation tools should also be adopted to ensure the completion of secondary 
education among married girls and boys who are already beyond the mandatory school age 
of 16 but are still within the secondary school age.

General recommendations on measures to eliminate child marriages as  
a harmful practice:
Programs for eliminating child marriage should be based on an integrated approach:

 ● The risks existing in isolated communities can only be systematically addressed by an 
integrated approach.

 ● The integrated approach requires the joint work of all stakeholders and responsible 
institutions. At national level, these are MLSP and ASA, SACP, MES, MH, MJ, MoI, the 
National Association of Municipalities (NAMRB), and NGOs, among others. At district and 
local level, the stakeholders are district and municipal administrations, SADs/CPDs, the 
social services, schools, the police, the prosecution, the judiciary, and the NGOs.

 ● A partnership mechanism should be adopted at district level with the aim to achieve effective 
interaction and co-ordination, to complement and synchronize institutional interventions while 
carrying out protection measures and providing access to justice in cases of abuse. There 
must be a long-term commitment of all stakeholders to the prevention of child marriages, 
early pregnancies and adolescent childbearing.



Community work towards changing attitudes in respect of family patterns and community development 
is of strategic importance for the overcoming of child marriages and early childbearing:

 ● Interventions must be so designed as to reach out to all generations and segments in an 
isolated ethnic community. Even when pupils think differently, their behaviour, career and 
life choices depend heavily on the attitudes of parents, the extended family and on the 
communal social norms.

 ● It is necessary to enlist the participation of the very ethnic communities in this process. 
The change of attitudes and social norms takes place within the community and could be 
elicited by insider agents of change. The policies and measures implemented by institutions, 
including by schools, that are external to isolated communities, can create the broader 
conditions to underpin the process, but cannot steer it within the community.

 ● Municipalities and other stakeholders should provide for measures to mobilize the internal 
potential of communities, e.g. civic organizations, informal leadership, role models, 
professionals, etc. to engage in community work designed to change attitudes.

What is needed is long-term intervention – the revolution of attitudes requires a long-lasting, consistent 
and continuous impact.

Recommendations for interventions targeting parents and communities:
 ● Intensive and continuous work is needed with families and communities, focusing on „power 

structures“ and decision-makers with relevance for the future of adolescents. This work is 
key to changing attitudes and practices in family patterns and overcoming traditional social 
norms that condone child marriages and early childbearing.

 ● The most at risk group for child marriages and early pregnancies are girls who have already 
dropped out of school or irregularly attend classes.

 ● It is necessary to reach out to this most vulnerable group by mobile work in neighbourhoods, 
which should constitute a special targeted segment of field community work.

 ● Professionals from social and other public services will improve their efficiency by co-opting 
to their teams representatives of the ethnic communities they support.




