
Emotional and Physical Abuse in Family: Survey among High School 
Adolescents

Aim To determine the prevalence of different forms of child abuse 
among high school pupils in Slavonski Brod, Croatia.

Method The study included 2140 first and fourth-grade pupils aged 
between 14 and 18 years from all 10 high schools in Slavonski Brod and 
the area (4 grammar and 6 vocational schools). The pupils were asked to 
complete an anonymous structured questionnaire during a 45-minute 
class. The questionnaire, developed for the needs of this study, collected 
basic demographic data on family life and experience of emotional or 
physical abuse.

Results First-grade pupils were more satisfied with their family life than 
fourth-grade pupils (96.9% vs 91.3%, P<0.001, χ2 test). The feeling of 
being insufficiently loved or unloved was reported by 17.5% of the first-
grade and 24.6% of the fourth-grade pupils and a greater percentage of 
pupils whose parents were divorced or who had a step-parent. Almost 
80% of pupils had been verbally or nonverbally punished for disobe-
dience. Emotional abuse was significantly associated with female sex 
(Nagelkerke R2 = 0.87, β = 0.474, P = 0.028), younger age (β = 1.263, 
P<0.001), and alcoholism in the family (β = 2.037, P<0.001. Physical 
punishment for disobedience was reported significantly more often 
by first-grade than fourth-grade pupils (15.6% vs 12.9% P = 0.021, χ2 
test). Physical abuse was significantly associated (Nagelkerke R2 = 0.69) 
with younger age (β = 0.379, P<0.012), emotional abuse (β = 0.665, 
P<0.002), alcoholism in the family (β = 1.791, P<0.001) and the lack 
of parental love (β = -0.645, P<0.001). Possible sexual molestation was 
admitted by 6.0% boys and 3.3% girls.

Conclusion Most high school pupils in Slavonski Brod were satisfied 
with their life at home. Disobedience was usually punished verbally 
or by aggressive behavior of the parents. Physical punishment was less 
common and usually did not result in serious injuries.
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Unfit parents negatively affect the child’s emo-
tional development, which leads to behavioral 
problems (1-4). Most parents have no intention 
to hurt their child on purpose, but sometimes 
they do it out of lack of experience or parent-
ing skills (1). Unfit parents quite often acquired 
dysfunctional behavior patterns in their child-
hood (1).

Main forms of child abuse include physical, 
emotional, and sexual harassment, and neglect 
(5,6). The signs of physical abuse are usually visi-
ble. Emotional abuse may take many forms, such 
as ignoring, belittling, or intimidation. It nega-
tively affects the development, distorts the posi-
tive self-image of the child, leaves long-term con-
sequences, and may lead to risky or aggressive 
behavior in adolescence or adulthood (5). Abuse 
is defined as a permanent type of behavior that 
“erodes and corrodes” the child’s integrity (7). In 
the strict sense, the term does not include occa-
sional spanking, or “losing patience” with the 
child. Fit mothers react inadequately in 10% 
of total time spent with the child, as opposed 
to unfit mothers who do so in 80%-90% of the 
time (7).

Long-term negative family conditions are 
predictive of aggressive behavior, anxiety, depres-
sion, delinquency, and social problems in ado-
lescence or adult life (8), for example adolescent 
pregnancy (9,10), risky sexual behavior and drug 
addiction (11-13), emotional vulnerability (14), 
lower verbal intelligence quotient (15), alcohol-
ism, suicidal behavior, and job abandonment 
(11,16-18). According to the US Department of 
Health and Human Services, the prevalence of 
abuse in the USA for the year 2000 was about 
12.3/1000 children (19). More than 60% of 
children were neglected, 20% were physically, 
10% sexually, and 7% emotionally abused. The 
highest percentage of victims were infants and 
children up to 3 years of age, more often girls 
than boys, and more than 80% of abusers were 
parents (19).

According to a retrospective study from the 
United States that involved 1000 adults, about 
30% of women and more than 40% men re-
ported to have experienced some form of abuse 
in childhood; 5% reported to have been sexu-
ally and as many as 19% physically abused (20). 
In Thailand, as many as 77% of sixth graders in 
the elementary school were physically punished 
by whipping or lashing with a belt, and 95% were 
emotionally harassed by being yelled at or humili-
ated in various ways (21). In Croatia, the number 
of abused children has increased by 74% over the 
last 10 years, and the prevalence of sexual child 
abuse has tripled (22). According to the Croatian 
Ministry of Internal Affairs, 13 698 cases of child 
abuse were recorded in the period between 1991 
and 1995, and only 10% of the abused children 
were physically examined and treated in health 
care institutions (22).

A study among Croatian elementary school 
children in 2004 showed that 35% were vic-
tims of various forms of abuse and school vio-
lence, 19% were passive victims, 8% provocative 
victims, and 8% were bullies (23). In Sisačko-
moslavačka County, 10%-20% of high school 
pupils experienced some form of harassment in 
childhood (24).

According to the 2001 census, Slavonski 
Brod and its surroundings had 124 349 inhab-
itants and was the sixth largest town in Croatia. 
Before the war 1991-1995, it was a prosperous 
industrial and agro-industrial center with devel-
oped social services, but during the war it suf-
fered considerable infrastructural damage and 
hosted many refugees from adjacent Bosnia, part 
of which took permanent residence. Post-war 
recession took its toll and nowadays Slavonski 
Brod has become one of the most impoverished 
towns in Croatia (25). Such socio-economic sit-
uation opens the possibility for increased vio-
lence and child abuse. The aim of this study was 
to determine the frequency of adolescent abuse 
in Slavonski Brod.
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Participants and methods

Participants

The study included 2140 first- and fourth-grade 
pupils from all 10 high schools in Slavonski Brod 
and the surrounding area. Slavonski Brod is an 
industrial and trade town and the administra-
tive center of the Brodsko-Posavska County. It 
has 4 grammar high schools (mathematical, lin-
guistic, classical, and general) and six vocational 
schools (technical, economy, industrial, agricul-
tural, chemical, and craft). Two-thirds of pu-
pils included in the study were first-graders and 
one-third were fourth-grades (Table 1). There 
were 855 boys (40%) and 1272 girls (60%), 
aged between 14 and 18 years (for 9 pupils data 
on gender is missing) (Table 1). Equal propor-
tions of the pupils lived in the town and in the 
surrounding area. More than a half of their par-
ents had high school education (54.9% moth-
ers and 62.2% fathers), and almost a quarter had 
college or university education (21.1% mothers 
and 23.4% fathers). The majority of the pupils 
(88.1%) lived with both parents, 4.9% lived with 
a divorced parent, and 6.3% had lost one of the 
parents (Table 2).

The investigation was approved by Ethical 
Committee of the Slavonski Brod General Hos-
pital and endorsed by school authorities.

Method

The study was carried out during February 2005 
and involved all first- and fourth-grade pupils of 
all ten high schools in Slavonski Brod. The prin-
cipal investigator obtained an approval from the 
school authorities to conduct the study. Two pe-
diatricians participating in the study contacted 
class masters and explained them the purpose 
and methods of the study. Two to four classes 
were covered per day. The class master explained 
the aims and purpose of the study to the pupils, 
assured them that the results would be used for 
scientific purposes only, distributed the question-
naire, and asked the pupils to complete it anony-
mously and without looking at their neighbors’ 
answers. The time to complete the questionnaire 
was 45 minutes, ie a regular school hour. Com-
pleted questionnaires were placed into a sealed 
box and delivered directly to the principal inves-
tigator.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire was created for the needs of 
this study and was divided into three parts (web 
extra material). The first part collected demo-
graphic data, such as age, sex, place of residence 
(town or village), and education and employ-
ment status of the parents. The second part in-
quired about the family structure (living with 
both parents, divorced, or widowed parent), fam-
ily atmosphere, alcoholism of one of the parents, 
and pupil’s relationship with the parents (feeling 

Table 1. Characteristics of high school pupils in the first and 
fourth-grade and their parents’ education level

No. (%) of pupils

Characteristic
first grade
(n = 1343)

fourth grade
(n = 797)

Sex:
 boys 554 (41.3) 301 (37.8)
 girls 785 (58.5) 491 (61.6)
 missing data   4 (0.3)   5 (0.6)
Place of residence:
 urban 644 (48.0) 443 (55.6)
 rural 694 (51.7) 347 (43.5)
 missing data   5 (0.4)  7 (0.9)
Mother’s education:
 elementary school 272 (20.3) 151 (19.0)
 high school 714 (53.2) 441 (55.3)
 college 152 (11.3)  98 (12.3)
 university 111 (8.3)  83 (10.4)
 missing data  93 (6.9)  24 (3.0)
Father’s education:
 elementary school 123 (9.2)  57 (7.2)
 high school 840 (62.6) 492 (61.7)
 college 152 (11.3) 114 (14.3)
 university 133 (9.9) 103 (12.9)
 missing data  95 (7.1)  31 (3.9)

Table 2. Family parental structure as reported by the pupils*
No. (%) of pupils

Living with:
first grade
(n = 1343)

fourth grade
(n = 797) total

 both parents 1186 (88.1) 699 (88.2) 1885 (88.1)
 divorced parent   62 (4.6)  42 (5.3)  104 (4.9)
 widowed parent   90 (6.7)  45 (5.7)  135 (6.3)
 no answer    9 (0.7)   7 (0.9)   16 (0.8)
*First vs fourth-grade pupils, P = 0.658, χ2 test.
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loved, spending time with parents, and quality of 
relationship between the parents). The third part 
of the questionnaire consisted of questions about 
parental punishment, type of parental punish-
ment, physical punishment, and a consequent 
need for medical help.

The questions were yes/no type and multi-
choice, or with Likert-type answers where appro-
priate. If the Likert-type answers were unsuitable 
or insufficient for the analysis, as was the case 
with physical punishment, the responses were re-
corded into yes/no format.

Statistical analysis

The answers were presented on an ordinal scale, 
entered into MS Excel sheets, and analyzed with 
descriptive statistical methods, χ2 test, and logis-
tic regression analysis. Statistical analysis was car-
ried out with the Statistical Package for the So-
cial Sciences (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). 
Regression analysis included emotional or physi-
cal abuse and perception of parental love as criti-
cal variables vs family structure, parental level of 
education, and alcohol abuse as predictor vari-
ables. The level of significance was set at P<.05.

Results

Family atmosphere and parental love

A large majority of pupils (94.8%) responded 
they felt good at home (Table 3). Significant-
ly more first-grade than fourth-grade pupils felt 
good at home (96.9% vs 91.3%, P<0.001). Only 
3.5% of pupils felt uncomfortable at home. Over 
three-quarters of all pupils reported that they felt 
that their parents loved them very much, whereas 
the rest felt they could be loved more or felt un-
loved (Table 3). Significantly more fourth-grade 
than first-grade pupils reported that life at home 
was not pleasant (Table 3). Significantly more 
first-grade than fourth-grade pupils reported 
their satisfaction with the degree of parental sym-
pathy they received. Pupils who lived with both 

parents more often reported that they felt that 
their parents loved them very much than pupils 
who lived with a single parent, either divorced or 
widowed, or with a step-parent (Table 4). First-
grade pupils living with both parents more often 
reported that they felt loved than fourth-grade 
pupils (83.8% vs 73.9%, P<0.001, χ2 test).

Parental abuse of alcohol

Abuse of alcohol by either the mother, or fa-
ther, or both parents was reported by 97 (4.5%) 
of 2140 pupils, ie 17 (1.3%) of 1343 first-grade 
pupils and 80 (10.0%) of 797 fourth-grade pu-
pils. Forty-two (4.0%) pupils from rural and 39 
(3.6%) pupils from urban areas reported that the 
father consumed alcohol. There was no signifi-
cant difference in the education level of these pu-

Table 3. Pupils’ perception of life at home and parental love and 
attention*

No. (%) of pupils

Pupils’ perception
first grade
(n = 1343)

fourth grade
(n = 797) total

Life at home:
 pleasant 1301 (96.9) 728 (91.4) 2029 (94.8)
 unpleasant   14 (1.0)  60 (7.5)   74 (3.5)
 no answer   28 (2.1)   9 (1.1)   37 (1.7)
 total 1343 (100.0) 797 (100.0) 2140 (100.0)
Feeling loved:
 very much 1108 (82.5) 578 (72.5) 1686 (78.8)
 not enough  212 (15.8) 170 (21.3)  382 (17.9)
 not at all   23 (1.7)  26 (3.3)   49 (2.3)
 no answer    0  23 (2.9)   23 (1.1)
 total 1343 (100.0) 797 (100.0) 2140 (100.0)
*First vs fourth-grade pupils, P<0.001, χ2 test.

Table 4. Pupils’ perception of parental love with respect to pa-
rental family structure

No. (%) of pupils* (n = 2195†) living with

Pupils’ perception
both parents

(n = 2028)
divorced or widowed

parent (n = 104)
step-parent

(n = 63)
Feeling loved:
 very much 1628 (80.3)  72 (69.2) 34 (54.0)
 not enough  346 (17.1)  21 (20.2) 16 (25.5)
 not at all   39 (1.9)   8 (7.7)  6 (9.5)
 no answer   15 (0.7)   3 (2.9)  7 (11.1)
Total 2028 (100.0) 104 (100.0) 63 (100.0)
*P<0.001 for all three groups, pupils with both parents vs pupils with a single parent, 
and pupils with both parents vs pupils with a stepparent, χ2 test.
†Total number (2195) is greater than the total number of pupils (2140) because 
some answered affirmatively to both the first and the third question (“living with both 
parents” and “having a step-parent”).
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pils’ fathers (elementary or high school) or differ-
ence with respect to the place of residence (1041 
from rural and 1087 from urban areas, 40.3% vs 
35.9%, χ2 = 0.289, P = 0.591.

Punishment

Around 80% pupils received verbal or non-ver-
bal punishment for disobedience (Table 5). The 
most common forms of punishment in both 
groups were verbal offense and humiliation. Sig-
nificantly more first-grade pupils than fourth-
grade pupils reported having been punished 
for disobedience (84.7% vs 79.9%; χ2

1 = 7785; 
P = 0.005). There were 49 (3.7%) first-grade pu-
pils and 35 (4.4%) fourth-grade pupils who re-
ported having been punished in childhood, 
mostly by confining to a dark room and threat-
ened by physical punishment or abandonment 
(Table 5).

As many as 80% reported they had never 
been physically punished (Table 6). First-grade 
pupils reported having been physically punished 
significantly more often than fourth-grade pupils 
(Table 6).

Severe physical punishment resulting in 
bruises or other forms of injuries was acknowl-
edged by 96 (4.5%) of pupils, more often by 

those from rural (62, 2.9%) than from town fam-
ilies (34, 1.6%).

Logistic regression analysis

Pupils’ perception of parental love and atten-
tion, as well as emotional or physical abuse was 
analyzed with logistic regression analysis with re-
spect to sex, age, parental marital status, and al-
coholism. The feeling of being loved by the par-
ents was significantly associated with younger 
age (Nagelkerke R2 = 0.49, odds ratio [OR], 
1.59; 95% confidence interval [CI], 1.25-2.03), 
absence of alcoholism in the family (OR, 0.39; 
95% CI, 0.25-0.63), and absence of physical 
abuse (OR, 0.61; 95% CI, 0.43-0.86). Emotion-
al abuse was significantly associated with female 
sex (R2 = 0.87, OR, 1.08; 95% CI; 0.68-1.74), 
age (OR, 1.67; 95% CI, 0.97-2.89), and no alco-
holism in the family (OR, 0.00; 95% CI, 0.00-
2.39). Physical abuse was significantly associated 
(R2 = 0.69) with younger age (OR, 0.59; 95% CI, 
0.43-0.80), no emotional abuse (OR, 0.39; 95% 
CI, 0.12-1.27), alcoholism in family (OR. 3.25; 
95% CI, 1.99-5.32), and the lack of parental love 
(OR, 0.46; 95% CI, 0.33-0.64).

Linear regression analysis also showed signifi-
cant association between the paternal and mater-
nal level of education (R2 = 0.24, P<0.001). Pa-
ternal level of education was not associated with 
emotional or physical abuse (B = 0.05, P = 0.488 
and B = 0.06, P = 0.260, respectively). Mater-
nal level of education was significantly associ-
ated with their spouses’ level of education and 
also with physical abuse (R2 = 0.24, P<0.001). 
Mothers with higher education had spouses with 

Table 5. Pupils who were ever punished for disobedience and 
type of punishment

Affirmative answers (%)

Mode of punishment
first grade
(n = 1343)

fourth grade
(n = 797)

Presently:
 verbal offense 91.4 87.8
 humiliation 90.8 89.8
 instigation of feeling of unworthiness 90.4 89.1
 instigation of guilt feelings 84.7 81.4
 scorn 76.6 66.1
 yelling 74.0 65.1
 pondered average 84.7 79.9
In childhood:
 confinement in dark  5.9  3.4
 threats with   
   personal injury  4.2  7.7
   abandonment  3.9  6.6
   injury to a pet  2.7  3.9
   injury to a beloved person  2.5  2.5
 tethering  3.0  2.3
 pondered average  3.7  4.4

Table 6. The frequency of physical punishment as reported by 
pupils

No. (%) of pupils*

Physical punishment*
first grade
(n = 1343)

fourth grade
(n = 797) total

Never 1066 (79.4) 669 (83.9) 1735 (81.1)
Seldom  184 (13.7)  84 (10.6)  268 (12.5)
Often   26 (1.9)  19 (2.4)   45 (2.1)
No answer   67 (5.0)  25 (3.1)   92 (4.3)
*First vs fourth-grade pupils, P = 0.021, χ2 test.
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higher education (B = 0.15, P = 0.006), and in 
such families physical abuse was less likely to oc-
cur (B = 0.52, P = 0.001). Emotional abuse was 
not associated with maternal educational level of 
(B = 0.05, P = 0.569).

Sexual harassment or abuse

For ethical reasons, a single question addressed 
the matter of sexual harassment and it was not 
explicit (Appendix). Affirmative answer was giv-
en by 6.0% of the boys and 3.3% of the girls. The 
percentage of affirmative answers was signifi-
cantly higher among first-grade pupils (11.0% 
boys and 3.9% girls) than among fourth-grade 
pupils (3.2% boys and 2.9% girls) (χ2 = 13.858, 
P<0.001).

Discussion

Our study showed that fourth-grade high school 
pupils were less satisfied with life at home and 
parental love and attention they received than 
first-grade pupils. This may be the result of the 
normal process of maturation and individua-
tion during adolescence or of adolescents’ inter-
preting some parental actions as the lack of love 
and understanding (4). Dissatisfaction with fam-
ily life and the amount of parental attention was 
most often reported by fourth-grade pupils living 
in rural areas. Insufficient communication with 
parents may have been interpreted by older ad-
olescents as the lack of parental attention. This 
could explain the dissatisfaction and feeling of 
being insufficiently loved that many pupils from 
formally integral families shared. Positive percep-
tion of parental care was shown to be associated 
with reduced psychiatric and somatic symptoms 
in adult life (26).

In our study, dissatisfaction with parental 
love and attention was reported by one-fifth of 
pupils, particularly those from incomplete or 
disrupted families. Also, one-fifth of the pupils 
whose parents were divorced felt insufficiently 
loved or unloved. Fourth-grade pupils expressed 

such feelings more often than first-grade pupils, 
possibly because their period of deprivation last-
ed longer. Parental divorce is a stressful experi-
ence for the child who may develop guilt feelings, 
insecurity, and low self-esteem, and feel unpro-
tected or unloved. The feeling of rejection is as-
sociated with depression of the divorced moth-
er and concurrent conflict with the father (27). 
Furthermore, adolescents from divorced fami-
lies are likely to develop state anger (28). Paren-
tal divorce is also associated with lower quali-
ty of father-child relationships, yet with positive 
outcomes for mother-child relationships, social 
support, independence, and reduced anxiety in 
personal relationships (29). Children in father-
less families experience more interaction with 
mothers, and boys show more feminine but not 
less masculine characteristics of gender role be-
havior (30). Father-adolescent conflicts are also 
more strongly related to adolescent depression 
than mother-adolescent conflicts (31). Stressful 
experience related to parental divorce has been 
reported to increase risk of cancer in later life 
(32). In our study, pupils living with stepmoth-
er/stepfather missed parental love and attention 
more often than pupils who had either both par-
ents or a single parent. Step-parent may disregard 
or even dislike the stepchild or impose strict dis-
cipline, causing the adolescent feel unloved and 
not understood (33). Research by Garnefski and 
Diekstra (33) in the Netherlands showed that 
adolescents from divorced families who lived 
with a stepmother/stepfather had considerably 
lower self-esteem than those who lived with both 
parents. They were more anxious and lonesome, 
experienced depressive moods, and had suicid-
al thoughts and attempts. Boys who lived with 
a stepmother/stepfather had more emotional 
problems in comparison with those who lived 
with only one parent. On the other hand, girls 
who lived with a single parent had more emo-
tional problems than girls who lived with a step-
mother/stepfather (33).
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In our study, 6.3% of pupils had lost one of 
the parents. Such losses affect basic feelings of 
security and increase the attachment to the re-
maining parent, who him/herself is grieving and 
sometimes finds it hard to adjust to new condi-
tions. His or her upbringing skills may suffer. 
Thus, single parents may encounter difficulties 
with disciplining, guiding, and supporting the 
child.

In our study, emotional abuse was associated 
with the female sex, younger age, and alcoholism 
in the family. Emotional abuse by adults decreas-
es self-respect and elicits guilt feelings in children 
(34,35). Abused children often think nobody 
loves them and become aggressive or self-destruc-
tive (18,34,35).

Prevalence of emotional abuse has not been 
sufficiently documented. Data obtained in dif-
ferent studies are not fully comparable because 
emotional abuse has not been unambiguously 
defined and is evaluated on the basis of different 
indicators. According to the assessment of the 
American Humanitarian Association for the pe-
riod 1987-1997, 11% of (reported) abused chil-
dren were mistreated emotionally (2). In our sur-
vey, 80%-85% of pupils reported having been 
yelled at, scorned, intimidated, humiliated, or ex-
posed to other forms of emotional abuse by their 
parents. A study of abuse and harassment among 
university students in Croatia showed that, by 
the age of fourteen, about a quarter of pupils ex-
perienced emotional abuse (36). A roughly equal 
percentage witnessed emotional abuse in the 
family.

Intimidation is a form of emotional abuse 
that causes fear or panic, for example threats to 
physical integrity, threats with abandonment or 
suicide and harsh disciplinary methods, such as 
tethering, confinement to dark room, etc. In our 
study, intimidation was reported to a lesser de-
gree. However, it is possible that pupils provided 
biased answers because of shame or intent sup-
pression.

Physical abuse in a wider sense means in-
flicting injury. Prevalence of neglect and physi-
cal abuse is increasing. MacMillian et al (37) re-
ported that as many as 25% of the questioned 
persons experienced physical abuse in childhood. 
Edwards et al (38) found that almost a half of 
abused children experienced one form of abuse 
and over a third, two or more forms (emotional 
and/or physical). Children are exposed to physi-
cal abuse most frequently between 4 and 8 years 
of age, but many parents are reported to beat 
children at the younger or older age (22,39). Ac-
cording to the US National Clearinghouse on 
Child Abuse and Neglect (19), over three-quar-
ters of reported deaths of children younger than 
4 years were attributable to physical abuse. In 
most cases, the perpetrators were the parents, 
more often young than old ones, and more often 
fathers than mothers. Physically abused children 
were likely to develop depressive symptoms and 
suicidal behavior (40).

In our study, around 15% of pupils reported 
that they had been or were physically punished 
by the parents, which is less than in the previous 
studies in Croatia (36,39). This difference may 
reflect the situation in Slavonski Brod County 
and be attributed to a relatively favorable educa-
tional level of the parents’ population and to tra-
ditional values that persisted in spite of worsened 
socioeconomic condition. On the other hand, 
their responses could be biased. Cole et al (31) in 
a study of family subsystems pointed out that ad-
olescents’ reports need not be fully reliable.

In our study, physical punishment for disobe-
dience was more often inflicted by mothers with 
elementary education from the rural area and by 
fathers with college degree from the urban area. 
This pattern reflects the educational structure of 
the parental sample as a whole and not a specif-
ic causative relationship. Physical punishment 
resulting in bruises or serious injuries was asso-
ciated with higher educational level of the per-
petrators (college degree), but the data are too 
scarce for a reliable conclusion.
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According to our results, physical abuse was 
also associated with younger age, alcoholism in 
the family, lack of parental love, and emotional 
abuse. Improper parental behavior toward the 
children is often a result of alcoholism or other 
addiction, mental illness, poverty, or unemploy-
ment (41,42). Parental abuse of alcohol predis-
poses adolescents and young adults for introjec-
tive depression and aggressive defenses (43). In 
our study, the number of children reporting 
physical abuse and alcohol consumption in the 
family was small, but more frequent among old-
er pupils who were obviously more able to recog-
nize behavioral influences of alcohol. This find-
ing could be attributed to an insufficient insight 
of young adolescents into manifestations of alco-
holism, or neglect, or perhaps to conscious con-
cealment of data. Yet, physical abuse was signif-
icantly associated with alcoholism in the family. 
Alcohol consumption was more frequently re-
ported in parents with low education level from 
the rural area and those with college education 
from the town.

The limitations of our study are associated 
with typical limitations of questionnaire-based 
studies among adolescent population. Cole et al 
(31) point out that adolescents’ self-reports need 
not be fully reliable. Response biases that could 
have influenced our results cannot be excluded. 
Also, we cannot say if the adolescent population 
in Slavonski Brod was representative of the ad-
olescent population of Croatia, so the results of 
our study may have a limited generalizability. It 
should be noted, however, that the recent unfa-
vorable socio-economic conditions in a popula-
tion that had seen “better days” did not take its 
toll in the form of high rates of child abuse.

In conclusion, we found that a considerable 
proportion of high school pupils in Slavonski 
Brod and the area were essentially content with 
life at home and parental care they received. Their 
parents were relatively well educated. Unfavor-
able family conditions, such as parental divorce, 
step-parent, or parental alcoholism resulted more 

often in pupils’ discontent. Disobedience was 
usually punished verbally or by aggressive behav-
ior of the parents, and less often physically. Fre-
quent physical punishment and alcoholism in the 
family were not prominent findings in our study, 
which may reflect a positive state of the popula-
tion. On the other hand, it may be attributed to 
a concealment of embarrassing information by 
the pupils. Further investigations should address 
more explicitly the questions of sexual abuse and 
include adolescent population from different ar-
eas in Croatia.
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