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KEY MESSAGE

e The children are highly intuitive, sensitive and share aspects of their
emotionally painful and traumatic experiences.
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This methodology is elaborated under
the IJCC project by the Bulgarian Gender
Research Foundation(BGRF) on the
basis of the results of the project so far
and of the gathered information from 17
children between 8 and 17 years. They
are clients of the social service ‘Child
contact center’, Crisis center and
Consultative center for victims of
domestic violence in Sofia and Varna
linked and collaborating with the BGRF.

The purpose of the methodology is to
empower children who are in situations
of conflict and violence between parents
by collecting information about the
views of children regarding these
situations. To achieve this goal, an
interview guestionnaire was developed
that is suitable for school-age children.

The general impression in the
interviews is that the children were
confident and the questions were ones
that they felt able to answer.

The children’s drawings
are helpful to the study,
as In two of the drawings
they draw the death of
their parents, with whom
they do not live.

We have applied the drawing methods,
which are a main tool for study and
therapy when working with children.
Psychology calls them projective
methods, because through drawing the
child reveals hidden, conflicting -

The questionnaires were completed
by 9 girls and 8 boys, aged 8 to 17.

All children attended school and had not interrupted their education.

70% of the surveyed children showed a developed tolerance in terms of
family relationships when their parents shouted at or hit each other. To
the question ‘Do people in your home shout at each other and does this
happen often?’ 14 of the children answered Yes, relatively often’. To the
question ‘Does one parent hit the other and how often does this
happen?’ 12 of the children answered ‘sometimes’.

We can draw this conclusion from the children’s answers to the
questions: ‘Have you shared with anyone about these relationships in
the family and with whom?’ And ‘Who would you call in case of a conflict
in the family?’ The answer of 12 of the children is 1 would not share’ and
7T would not call’

80% of the surveyed children do not have experience in court hearings.
Children had no idea what a trial was and what was expected from them.
14 of the children would not say anything to their parents
because they do not believe they will hear/listen to them.
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painful moments, for which he/she may
want to communicate through words.

Our psychological
interpretation is that children
are highly intuitive, sensitive
and share aspects of their
emotionally painful and

traumatic experiences.
Children project their mental
conflicts through ‘protective
mechanisms’ of suppression
and repression into the
unconscious.

The drawing of a person’s ‘head’ can
illuminate the child’s idea of that
person. The well-depicted face of the
drawing is connected with
communication; it is the most
expressive part of the human figure.
When the child paints the sensory
organs of the face - eyes, nose and
mouth, he/she expresses good
communication, interest in himself and
others. Emphasised, large, round eyes
with pupils as dots can represent fear
and strong anxiety. A lack of ears can
mean unwillingness to hear others and a
sharp reaction to criticism. A lack of a
neck can suggest immaturity. Very thin
hands indicate dependence, indecision,
and a need for care. When the body is
disproportionately large, this suggests a
feeling of dissatisfaction. Short and thin
legs can represent insecurity.

The placement of the self, both in the
drawing space and in the composition of
depicted family members, shows how
the child feels in the environment of
their relatives. The absence of the figure
of one of the parents can be evidence of

emotional conflicts and resentments.
There is usually a traumatic experience
behind this, a feeling of rejection,
anxiety and threat.

The methodology for the project, in light
of the situation in Bulgaria and for the
children interviewed, includes activities
to empower children who are victims
and witnesses of conflict and violence in
the family.

The target group are children who are
identified victims of domestic violence
in the family or witnesses of such
violence. The goals of direct work with
children and obtaining information are
oriented in two directions: recognising
the trauma and providing social, legal
protection and prevention of re-
victimisation after inclusion in social
programmes and working with state
institutions, including the judiciary.
From the project results, further action
will be taken by BGRF and partners.

The interviews conducted by the
children indicate a need for provision of
special social services for children who
are victims and witnesses of violence in
Bulgaria. These services need to manage
the crisis of violence, provide protection
for and the basic needs of clients, reduce
the negative consequences and develop
personal resources to support the social
reintegration of the child victim.

There is an urgent need to provide
access to professional help and support
for the child victims to:

e Minimise the risk of re-
traumatisation.

e Reduce the damage and negative
consequences to the lowest possible
level and to achieve a positive
change.
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e Reduce negative experiences,
preventing or reducing the potential
negative effects of psychological
trauma, and mobilise children's
resources.

e Provide psychological care for the
child subjected to violence and for
witnesses of violence, in order to
help them return to an adaptive
level of functioning.

e Assistin providing coordinated
multidisciplinary and inter-
institutional support to children.

First of all, there is a need for
psychological counseling, which in the
short-term can consider specific
problems (problems in communication,
experiencing traumatic events,
symptoms and dealing with them,
adaptation, copingwith certain life tasks,
etc.):

e Studying the child’s attitude to the
problem of violence and improving
their understanding of it;

e Identification of appropriate
strategies for dealing with violence
and support in the process of their
implementation.

In general, psychological counseling
aims to build new and more effective
behavioral strategies to deal with the
child’s current life situation. It is
oriented towards decision-making and
mobilising resources for the
autonomous and full functioning of the
child. In working with any deviant
behaviour, the counseling process is
aimed at managing aggressive impulses,
channeling aggressive energy into
socially acceptable activities and
respecting boundaries and norms of
behaviour.

Direct work with a child focuses on their
emotional connections/attachments.

From the first meeting with the child,
our attention should be focused on
finding and building a precise
understanding of which people and
places are objects of the child’s
attachment. These can be parents,
teachers, friends, neighbors, siblings,
other family members or pets. If the
child’s relationships are not recognised
and understood by the social worker,
the feelings and conflicts associated
with them may remain unspoken and
unresolved and may find their
manifestation much later as ‘bad’
behaviour.

When a child is separated from their
family, they risk of losing their sense of
identity. With the loss of the family, they
feels that part of them has been lost and
that it is no longer valuable. That is why
building the knowledge of what the
child 7s, needs to be an important part of
our work. By learning about their family
and roots, their acceptance of
themselves improves and the child is
freed from self-blame for what has
happened. The main task is to learn how
children explain themselves to
themselves. Without knowing what is
going on with the child, we cannot
present them fairly and truthfully to the
community.

The child’s experiences of guilt,
exclusivity, fear, rejection because of
‘badness’, inability to be loved and liked,
are most often reflected in the story that
they tell about themselves. When
working with a child, we need to help
them develop their story in a way that is
understandable and structured. It is
important that this is a true and honest
story about their origins and the events
of their life. The age of the child should
not be an obstacle and we must find the
appropriate means of expression for
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this, e.g. for younger children through
play.

This will correct possible inaccuracies in
perceptions and memories, e.g. the
perception of the parents who are most
often idealised (e.g. that the child has
been abducted by the mother, that they
are guilty of the violence, or that these
are simply not their real parents).

The child is given the opportunity to
express themselves in a protected
environment and in front of a person
whom the child trusts, sharing their
feelings of guilt and responsibility for
what happened, about anger and pain as
a result of the violence. (If this does not
happen, later this anger and pain can be
transformed into difficult,
uncontrollable or delinquent
behaviour.) This lowers anxiety and
increases the child’s self-esteem and
self-evaluation.

When meeting new people, the child will
develop a socially acceptable and
coherent explanation of who they are
and how they came to a given situation.
Otherwise, the child, being left to
themselves and unsure of how the real
facts will be accepted by others, is
forced to seek their own explanation
and fabricate another, more acceptable
to others, according to them, story,
which often leads to the point of being
denounced as a dreamer or a liar.

The work on the child’s history is long
and systematic. Once started, it should
not be abandoned. (It is possible, e.g. to
write a book about the life of the child,
illustrated with photos.) The completed
questionnaires and children’s drawings
show that often children who are
victims of violence have a false,
incomplete or distorted idea of the
family, its tasks and functions. It is good

to supplement their knowledge with
correct information. The child conveys
and projects onto us their feelings from
past important relationships. The
sensitive and careful use of the transfer
can give the child an opportunity for a
beneficial experience.
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Appendix: Questionnaire
for gathering information
on what children see In
situations of domestic
violence

Preliminary instructions for introducing
the child to the current interview:
introduce yourself to the child and give
him/her the opportunity to get
acquainted with the situation in case
he/she is not familiar with it. Briefly
explain to him/her that you will ask
him/her questions that he/she may not
answer if he does not want to, but can
simply say ‘I don't know.’

The questionnaire is anonymous and
will be used only for the purposes of the
study.

1. Gender

2. Age

3. He/she studies in which class at
school?

4. What does he/she like most about
school?

5. What s his favourite activity at
home?

6. How would he/she define the
relationship with his/her
father/mother?

“lvery good

“lgood

“Imedium

"I bad

“Ivery bad

[l non-existent

"I Does not know/has no reply
"1 Does not have mother/father

7  What do you most often talk about
with your father/mother?

10.

11.

12.

13.

When a decision is made in your
home on an issue that affects you,
do you think that your opinion is
taken into account enough?

Jis respected

Jis not respected

"I sometimes respected, sometimes
not

“1Idon't know/no answer

Do people in your home shout at
each other and does this happen
often?

[Ino

[ rarely

'] sometimes

Jyes relatively often
‘lyes often

J1don't know/no answer

How often have you witnessed such
situations?

“Jalways
[Jsometimes
]I don't know/no answer

Has either parent hit the other and
how often does this happen?

[Ino

Crarely

"] sometimes

“Ivery often

"Jdo not know/no answer

What would you like to tell your
parents in these situations?

hear?
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

Have you ever been heard in a
courtroom and on what occasion?

[lyes

[Ino

Jin case of violence

[Jin case of divorce of the parents
"l on another occasion

[Ino answer

What was the question you wanted
to hear from the judge?

Have you ever witnessed or been a
victim of domestic violence?

[lyes

[Ino

I don't know
[l no answer

Do you know what children's rights
are in case of domestic violence?

Do you know where you can get
information on the need for
protection from domestic violence?

Tl from a friend

"l from brother/sister
" by a teacher

" Police

(] others

Have you shared with anyone about
these relationships in the family and
with whom?

[lyes
[Ino
[0 I would not share

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

Who would you call in case of a
family conflict?

‘Irelatives of the family
[Ja friend

"Ithe police

] ateacher

01 would not call

] others

Do you think your parents
hear/understand what you want?

[1Yes

[1No

[JI don't know

TJ 1 have no answer

Do you think that in court they
heard and understood/in front of
other institutions?

[1Yes

[1No

OIdon't know

[J I have no answer

If you could change something and
how do you think things would
happen, what do you suggest?

If you draw what happened to you
and what does the situation with
your parents look like, what will
you draw?

DRAWING ©®
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RECENT CASES
UNDER THE LAW FOR
PROTECTION
AGAINST DOMESTIC
VIOLENCE WITH
VIOLATIONS OF
CHILDREN’S HUMAN
RIGHTS

Civil case Ne 22984/2019 District
Court — Sofia, Third Civil Division

The petitioners in the case are a mother
and her two children - a 15-year-old girl
and a 10-year-old boy. The father
physically abused the mother and the
girl in the presence of the younger boy.
The girl asked the court to be heard in
court. The court refused to hear the girl,
arguing that she was not a party to the
case, despite the mandatory provision of
the Child Protection Act, according to
which every child over the age of 10
must be heard when participating in a
court or other proceeding. With its
decision, the court issued a protection
order in favour of the mother and
daughter, although the violence was also
committed in the presence of the other
child.

Civil case Ne 64020/2019 District
Court - Sofia, Third Civil Division

The petitioners in the case are a mother
and her two children, who are infants.
The court issued an order for immediate
protection in favor of the mother and
children. At the first hearing in the case,
the court allowed extensive
explanations from the perpetrator’s
lawyer and the perpetrator himself, in
which they explained that the mother
was lying that she and the children had

suffered violence, in order to deprive
the father of contact with the children.
The judge in the case told the
perpetrator to apply for an amendment
to the order for immediate protection,
adding that she would make sure that
the order was amended so that he could
see his children undisturbed. The judge
said that the court had to be very careful
when issuing immediate protection
orders, as a perpetrator of domestic
violence had recently set himself on fire
because of an immediate protection
order issued against him. A few days
later, the perpetrator in the present case
submitted to the court a request for
amendment of the issued order and the
court annulled it in its entirety, leaving
the mother and children without any
protection. A few months later, the same
man committed a new act of domestic
violence against the mother and her
children.

Civil case Ne 14447/2020 District
Court - Sofia, Third Civil Division

This case was instituted at the request
of the same petitioners - the mother
and the two babies, following a new act
of domestic violence committed against
them by the father, after the revocation
of the order for immediate protection in
case N2 2. The court issued an order for
immediate protection only in favor of
the mother. The court later denied the
request for protection on the following
grounds: ‘on the trial date the plaintiff
did not give the children to the
defendant to carry out the contact
regime set by the court, whereupon he
naturally and understandably rudely
abused and insulted her - in this
situation there is no way to give her a
bouquet of flowers’. It should be noted
here that the mother refused the father
to take the children because on the trial
date they were ill with prescribed home
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treatment, which was proved in the case
by written evidence.
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1 Source of drawings: Scottish Women’s Aid
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ABOUT 1JCC

Improving Justice in Child Contact (IJCC) aims to
improve children and young people’s
participation in decision-making around child
contact for families affected by domestic
violence.

e By ‘child contact” we mean communication
(such as phone calls or spending time) between
a child and a parent who are not regularly
living together.

e By ‘participation’ we refer to children’s human
rights under the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Children
have a range of participation rights, including
the right to express their views freely in
matters that affect them and for those views to
be considered seriously.

Improving Justice in Child Contact is a project
across five European countries (Bulgaria,
Cyprus, Portugal, Romania and Scotland)
running from November 2018 to January 2021.
Each country is exploring models for children
and young people to participate and working
with stakeholders to eliminate the barriers for,
and enhance the mechanisms that support,
children and young people’s participation.

More information is available on our website.

www.ed.ac.uk/education/ijcc
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Our Young Advisers

Improving Justice in
Child Contact is advised
by a group of young
experts, called Yello!,
who have previous

experience of
participation work. The
young people are aged between 12 and 18 and
have experience of domestic violence.

SUPPORT

If you are looking for advice or information
about domestic violence, help is available.
Women Against Violence Europe have
information on specialist services across Europe

atwww.wave-network.org/find-help

Funding

This document is
funded by the
European Union'’s
Rights, Equality and
Citizenship

Programme (2014-
2020).

The contents represent the views of the author
only and is his/her sole responsibility. The
European Commission does not accept any
responsibility for use that may be made of the
information it contains.

If you require this document in an alternative format, such as large print or a coloured background, please contact
Grace Kong at Grace.Kong@ed.ac.uk or +44 (0)131 651 6459 [* Please note that she is working from home during
the UK lockdown at the moment and will not be able to answer your calls from her office.]

317 BGRF
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