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Abstract

Objectives To identify potential predictors of using only
non-violent forms of discipline for children aged 2—14 years
and of being against physical punishment among Roma and
non-Roma parents/caregivers in Eastern European countries
with similar cultural-historical backgrounds.

Methods UNICEF Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey data
collected in 2010-2011 in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Macedonia and Serbia (total of 9973 respondents) were
analysed using multivariate logistic regression modelling
with receiver operating characteristic analysis.

Results Approximately 27 % of the respondents practiced
only non-violent child discipline. Roma children experi-
enced only non-violent discipline less than half as often as
their non-Roma counterparts. Household wealth index and
child sex were significant predictors of positive parenting
attitudes and practice. For Roma respondents, rural residence
also contributed to being against physical punishment.
Conclusions Parents\caregivers from more affluent
households are more likely than those who are less affluent
to be against physical punishment of children and are more
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likely to practice only non-violent discipline. Evidence-
based interventions are required to support existing posi-
tive forms of child rearing. These should target less affluent
households from Roma settlements in the studied countries.
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Introduction

Raising children to become satisfied and successful people
is a great and challenging responsibility of parenthood,
because children learn from watching others and not only
from listening to adults. Most parents and caregivers are
not specifically educated to raise children. Parents’ and
caregivers’ child-rearing attitudes and practices are rooted
in their knowledge, skills, experience and personality, as
well as in the culture, social norms and expectations, and
economic and political context of a community (Krug et al.
2002; Smith et al. 2005).

Providing discipline is essential for proper child devel-
opment and involves a continuous process of teaching a
child the difference between appropriate and inappropriate
behaviour (Smith et al. 2005). The purpose of discipline is
to change an impulsive or instinctive behaviour of a child
into a controlled and meaningful behaviour (Smith et al.
2005). Socio-cultural theory and social learning theory
emphasize that positive parenting (based on communica-
tion, social interaction guidance and secure attachment) is a
key to the proper and healthy development of a child
(Smith et al. 2005). Further, emotional support creates
trustful and meaningful parent—child relationship (Stein-
berg and Silk 2002; Damsgaard et al. 2014) that will be
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mirrored in child’s relationships with others (Smith et al.
2005). Positive parenting relies on setting limits and rou-
tines, delivering rewards and punishments, supervising and
preventing high-risk situations, teaching mood manage-
ment and imparting coping skills (Sanders et al. 2014).
Some parents use psychological and/or physical force to
punish unacceptable behaviour, despite the evidence of its
harmful consequences to child health and development,
with detrimental effects including coronary and malignant
diseases, depression and suicide (Krug et al. 2002; Smith
et al. 2005), as well as, intellectual difficulties and high-
risk behaviour (Lee et al. 2013; Smith et al. 2005).

The level of child protection has slowly and unequally
improved across the globe; this inequality is explained by
many factors related to community context and character-
istics of parents/caregivers (Barnett et al. 2011; Belsky
1993). In 1989, the UN General Assembly adopted the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which recognizes
that parents have the most important role in the bringing up
children (United Nations 1989). The Convention has been
ratified by 196 countries including Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Macedonia and Serbia, who officially committed to
protect children from ‘all forms of physical or mental
violence’ (United Nations 2006). Corporal punishment,
defined as ‘any punishment in which physical force is used
and intended to cause some degree of pain or discomfort,
however light’, is, therefore, opposing the aim of the
Convention (United Nations 2006). Current statistics indi-
cates that about 30 % of adults worldwide still think that
they should use physical punishment to raise or educate
children adequately, and almost one billion children
between 2 and 14 years old are exposed to physical pun-
ishment by their caregivers on a regular basis (United
Nations Children’s Fund 2014).

Generations of people in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Macedonia and Serbia, endured a great deal of suffering
during the 1990s because of unstable political, social and
economic situation associated with the breakup of the
former Yugoslavia, and slow reforms of the legal system
and other public systems. These three countries have
shared the same values and ideology of Balkan patriarchy
characterized by dominancy of male authority and rearing
the male child to be the future head of the family (Akmatov
2011; Halpern et al. 1996). Parenting style in patriarchal
cultures practices high respect of authority and compliance
with rules and dependence among the members (Smith
et al. 2005), which may include some form of punitive
discipline. Culture with traditional values and manners has
an important impact on creating acceptable parenting and
varies among different countries (Krug et al. 2002; Pin-
derhughes et al. 2001). Roma population, as a substantial
ethnic minority group in these European countries, has its
own cultural values, needs and way of living. According to
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the study of Cook et al. (2013), people of Roma ethnicity
across the Europe have some differences, but they mostly
live in low socio-economic conditions comparing to non-
Roma people. More researches on child rearing in Roma
households are needed, since their collectivistic cultural
heritage and parenting practices may be influenced by local
politics and economics (Penderi and Petrogiannis 2011).

Ecologic theory supports studying family relationships
in relation to social, cultural and economic influences that
can support or diminish parents’ ability to bring up children
using positive disciplining practice (Smith et al. 2005).
Disciplining methods of male and female children of dif-
ferent age may vary across population groups with regard
to their socio-economic and cultural characteristics (Pin-
derhughes et al. 2001; Smith et al. 2005; United Nations
Children’s Fund 2010). It is therefore important to explore
these demographics in these transitional populations given
that these families tend to be of lower socio-economic
status. The risk of physical punishment increases in larger
families and with lower socio-economic status (Akmatov
2011; Smith et al. 2005). Low educated mothers/primary
caregivers and poor families support the attitude that
children need to be physically punished to be properly
brought up (United Nations Children’s Fund 2014). The
research in India found no gender differences (Hunter et al.
2000); though boys may be at greater risk for punitive
discipline in developing and transitional countries (Ak-
matov 2011; Smith et al. 2005).

The idea of creating progressive societies in the Eastern
European region has led to national and international
efforts to encourage positive parenting. In Macedonia and
in the Republic of Srpska (a part of Bosnia and Herze-
govina) corporal punishment has been fully prohibited,
while Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia have prohibited
corporal punishment in schools and penal institutions and
in criminal sentencing (Law on Child Protection of the
Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 2013; Global
Initiative to End All Corporal Punishment of Children
2015). However, the awareness of citizens of the effec-
tiveness of legal framework for the full prohibition of
corporal punishment is also important to sustain its com-
plete implementation. After 70 years, Serbia is legally
modernizing family relations through the work on a new
Civil Code modelled on European codes.

Inspired by a quote from the poet Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe—°If you treat an individual... as if he were what he
ought to be and could be, he will become what he ought to
be and could be’—this study’s purpose was to identify
factors that predict use of positive parenting to deal with
child’s misbehaviour rather than identifying factors pre-
dicting the use of negative methods. The study focused on
households in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and
Serbia and included Roma households living in Roma
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settlements in these countries. The study’s objective was to
identify potential predictors of the use of only non-violent
methods of discipline for children aged 2—14 years and to
highlight the determinants of a parent/caregiver holding an
attitude against physical punishment. Furthermore, poten-
tial predictors were discussed in the context of a
comparison of Roma community with the majority in
respective countries and between Roma communities in
different countries.

The cross-country comparisons of the use of only non-
violent child-rearing approaches and the identification of
significant contributing factors are valuable for creating a
good environment for positive parenting. The study find-
ings may reinforce effective regional interventions in
countries with a similar cultural-historical background.

Methods
Study design and population

This cross-sectional study was based on the secondary
analysis of the fourth global round of the Multiple Indicator
Cluster Survey (MICS4), which was collected in 2010 and
2011 in Eastern European countries by UNICEF in a par-
ticipatory approach with national institutions: in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, the Agency for Statistics, the Federal Ministry
of Health, the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare of the
Republic of Srpska and the Institute for Public Health of the
Federation; in the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
by IPSOS Strategic Plus, the Ministry of Health, the Min-
istry of Education and Science and the Ministry of Labour
and Social Policy; and in the Republic of Serbia by the
Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia.

For studying positive parenting, we used the child dis-
cipline module of the MICS4 that embraced attitude
against physical punishment and only non-violent disci-
plining practices. The child discipline module was adapted
from the Parent—Child Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus et al.
1998). The household questionnaire that provided data on
child discipline in the MICS4 was translated from the
English version into the local language where the survey
was administered, pre-tested, and modified. To obtain
informed consent, trained interviewers explained the pur-
pose of the survey to all participants. In each household,
they interviewed parents/caregivers about attitudes against
physical punishment and about child disciplining for one
randomly selected child. The response rates for the ran-
domly selected households in the six population samples
ranged from 85 to 94 %. In total, information on child
discipline attitudes and practice was provided by 9973
parents/caregivers (3347 in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2259
in Macedonia and 4367 in Serbia) and covered 13,903 total

children 2-14 years old (5297 in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
3316 in Macedonia and 5290 in Serbia) in the surveyed
households, with an average response rate of 81 %. The
detailed methodology for the surveys was described in the
final reports of Bosnia and Herzegovina Multiple Indicator
Cluster Survey 2011-2012 (The Agency for Statistics of
Bosnia and Herzegovina et al. 2013), the Republic of
Macedonia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2011 (Insti-
tute of Public Health of Macedonia et al. 2013) and the
Serbia Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2010 (Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia 2011).

Study variables

The study hypothesized that certain sociodemographic
characteristics contributed to the parent’s/caregiver’s atti-
tude and practice towards children’s misbehaviour.
Independent variables in the study were the following:
child age (from 2 to 14 years), child sex (female = 0 and
male = 1); type of residence (rural = 0 and urban = 1);
education of household head (1 = none; 2 = primary;
3 = secondary; 4 = higher/high); and household wealth
index (ranging from 1 = the poorest quintile to 5 = the
richest quintile; quintiles are determined separately within
the Roma and non-Roma samples), Roma-non-Roma
population and country (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Mace-
donia and Serbia).

The study was concerned with two dependent variables:
(1) the attitude of a parent/caregiver about whether a child
needs physical punishment to be properly brought up (yes
or no), and (2) the practice of child discipline (only non-
violent practice or any violent practice). The practice of
only non-violent discipline included a parent/caregiver
explaining why some behaviour was wrong, taking away
privileges or not allowing a child to leave the house and
giving a child something else to do (The Agency for
Statistics of Bosnia and Herzegovina et al. 2013; Institute
of Public Health of Macedonia et al. 2013; Statistical
Office of the Republic of Serbia 2011). Any violent prac-
tice was considered psychological and/or physical (severe
or any) disciplining (The Agency for Statistics of Bosnia
and Herzegovina et al. 2013; Institute of Public Health of
Macedonia et al. 2013; Statistical Office of the Republic of
Serbia 2011).

Statistical analyses

Descriptive statistics and the Chi-square test were used to
assess the significant differences across the samples
regarding sociodemographic variables and attitudes and
practices related to positive parenting methods. The mul-
tivariate logistic regression analysis was used in modelling
the association between dependent and independent
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variable in accordance with the Hosmer and Lemeshow test
(Hosmer et al. 2013). After carrying out a series of uni-
variate logistic regression analyses, the significant
independent variables (at the level of p < 0.25) were
involved in the construction of multivariate logistic
regression model. For the given multivariate model, the
independent variables were taken as relevant if the level of
significance was p < 0.05. The results of modelling
showed the adjusted odds ratios (OR) and 95 % confidence
intervals (CI) in both univariate and multivariate model.
The receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve was
used to assess the fitness of the constructed multivariate
logistic regression model (Hosmer et al. 2013). The area
under the curve (AUC) of the ROC provided an overall
fitted value of the model on a scale from 0.5 to 1.0 with a
corresponding asymptotic 95 % CI; the closer AUC is to
one, the better was the predictive accuracy of the model.
Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS
Statistics, Version 23.0.

Results

The samples significantly differed on all household vari-
ables (p < 0.001) (Table 1). There were more boys than
girls in the observed households (p < 0.001), but the
households were similar regarding mean age (p = 0.617).
Rural areas were more populated in Bosnia and Herze-
govina and its Roma settlements than in other samples.
More household heads in samples from Roma settlements
had only primary education, whereas in the other samples
many of the household heads had secondary education. The
distribution of households across wealth index quintiles
was proportional, with the majority of households at a
middle or lower wealth index quintile. Most respondents
were against physical punishment (ranging from 66 % in
Serbian Roma settlements to 95.4 % in Macedonia), but
the range of respondents reporting only non-violent disci-
pline was from 10.8 % (Serbian Roma settlements) to
36 % (Bosnia and Herzegovina) (Table 1).

Potential predictors of a parent’s/caregiver’s attitude
against physical punishment of a child

The ROC curves demonstrate discriminability of the
models for the parent’s/caregiver’s attitude against physi-
cal punishment (Appendix 1) in all observed samples
(p < 0.001 for AUC of models for Bosnia and Herzegov-
ina, Macedonia, Serbia and Roma settlements in
Macedonia and Serbia; and p = 0.002 for AUC of model
for Roma settlements in Bosnia and Herzegovina). Child’s
sex and age, type of residence and wealth index signifi-
cantly contribute to the attitude against physical
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punishment (Table 2). Compared with girls, boys in Roma
settlements of Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Serbia were by 43, 26.9 and 23.3 %,
respectively, less likely to have a parent/caregiver who was
against physical punishment. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
the odds of a parent/caregiver being against physical pun-
ishment decreased by 3.4 % with each 1-year increase in
the child’s age. Among Roma parents/caregivers in Bosnia
and Herzegovina, attitudes against physical punishment
were 55 % less common, respectively, in urban than in
rural areas. In contrast, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, par-
ents/caregivers who were residents of urban areas were
39.7 % more likely than those in rural parts of the country
to hold an attitude against physical punishment. With each
one-unit increase of the household wealth index, the odds
of having an attitude against physical punishment signifi-
cantly increased throughout the study area: among
parents/caregivers, these odds increased by 13.7 % in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, by 52.8 % in Macedonia and by
13 % in Serbia. Among those from Roma settlements,
these odds increased by 30.7 % in Macedonia and 24.3 %
in Serbia (Table 2). Odds ratios (multivariate model) in
Table 2 apply when other variables are held at fixed value.

Potential predictors of practice of only non-violent
discipline

The ROC curves show discriminability of the multivariate
logistic regression models for the practice of only non-
violent discipline (Appendix 2) (p < 0.001) for Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia. Boys were less likely
than girls to be disciplined with only non-violent methods:
31.2 % less likely in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 19.7 % less
likely in Macedonia and 21.1 % less likely in Serbia
(Table 3). Additionally, with each one-unit increase of the
household wealth index, the odds of practicing only non-
violent discipline increased by 14 % in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. In Macedonia, the odds of practicing only
non-violent discipline increased with child maturing (an
increase of 4.6 % for each 1-year increase in child’s age).
In Serbia, the odds of using only non-violent discipline
increased by 20.1 % with each one-unit increase in the
education level of the household head. The non-violent
practice among Roma parents/caregivers in Bosnia and
Herzegovina were 42.3 % less likely in urban than in rural
areas (Table 3). Odds ratios (multivariate model) in
Table 3 apply when other variables are held at fixed value.

Discussion

The current study examined predictors of positive parent-
ing practices in Roma and non-Roma populations in Bosnia
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Table 2 Potential predictors for a parent’s/caregiver’s attitude against physical punishment of a child among Roma and non-Roma population in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia (UNICEF 2010-2011 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey)

Population Variables Univariate logistic regression Multivariate logistic regression
samples B SE Sig. Odds ratio (95 % B Sig. Odds ratio (95 %
confidence intervals) confidence intervals)
Non-Roma of Child sex —0.315 0.120  0.009  0.730 (0.577-0.924) —0.314  0.010  0.731 (0.576-0.926)
Bosnia a‘{d Child age —0.035 0.015 0.021  0.965 (0.937-0.995) —0.034  0.024  0.966 (0.938-0.996)
Herzegovina 1. o residence 0499  0.136  0.000 1.646 (1.262-2.148) 0334 0024 1397 (1.044-1.868)
Education of 0.185 0.095 0.051  1.203 (0.999-1.448) 0.018 0.861  1.018 (0.829-1.251)
household head
Wealth index 0.176  0.043  0.000  1.193 (1.096-1.298) 0.129  0.010  1.137 (1.031-1.255)
Non-Roma of Child sex —0.185 0.280 0.509  0.831 (0.481-1.438)
Macedonia Child age 0.031 0.036 0389 1.031 (0.962-1.105)
Type of residence 0526 0284 0.063 1.692 (0.971-2.950) —0.164  0.615  0.849 (0.448-1.609)
Education of 0566  0.199 0.004 1.760 (1.192-2.600) 0.205 0382  1.227 (0.776-1.941)
household head
Wealth index 0448 0.110  0.000 1.565 (1.261-1.942) 0424  0.002 1.528 (1.166-2.003)
Non-Roma of Child sex —0.245 0.129  0.058  0.783 (0.608-1.009) —0.265 0.041  0.767 (0.595-0.989)
Serbia Child age 0.025 0.019 0.180 1.025 (0.989-1.063) 0.027  0.151  1.027 (0.990-1.066)
Type of residence 0.186  0.129  0.148  1.205 (0.936-1.551) —0.044  0.773  0.957 (0.708-1.292)
Education of 0.198  0.093 0.034 1.219 (1.016-1.463) 0.100  0.352  1.105 (0.895-1.365)
household head
Wealth index 0.132  0.046 0.004 1.142 (1.044-1.249) 0.122  0.035  1.130 (1.008-1.267)
Roma of Bosnia Child sex —0.558 0280 0.046  0.572 (0.330-0.991) —0.562  0.046  0.570 (0.329-0.990)
and . Child age 0.008 0.034 0.806 1.008 (0.943-1.078)
Herzegovina 1. of residence —0.793 0334 0018 0453 (0.235-0.871)  —0.797 0.017  0.450 (0.233-0.869)
Education of —0.102  0.218 0.640  0.903 (0.589-1.385)
household head
Wealth index —0.017 0.093 0.856 0.983 (0.819-1.181)
Roma of Child sex —0.431 0.290 0.138  0.650 (0.368-1.148) —0.409 0.164  0.664 (0.373-1.181)
Macedonia Child age 0.018 0.037 0.622 1018 (0.947-1.095)
Education of 0.700  0.254  0.006  2.013 (1.224-3.311) 0461  0.095 1.586 (0.923-2.726)
household head
Wealth index 0.337  0.107 0.002 1401 (1.136-1.727) 0267  0.019  1.307 (1.044-1.635)
Roma of Serbia Child sex —0.090 0.128 0483 0914 (0.710-1.175)
Child age 0.020 0.018 0.254  1.020 (0.986-1.056)
Type of residence —0.122  0.134  0.363  0.885 (0.681-1.151)
Education of 0.351  0.121  0.004  1.420 (1.119-1.802) 0.140  0.285  1.151 (0.889-1.489)
household head
Wealth index 0.237  0.046  0.000 1.268 (1.158-1.388) 0.218  0.000  1.243 (1.128-1.370)

SE standard error, Sig. significance

and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Serbia. Roma children
experienced only non-violent discipline less than half as
often as their non-Roma counterparts in two of three
populations. Household wealth index and child sex were
significant predictors of positive parenting attitudes and
practice in most populations. For Roma respondents, rural
residence also contributed to being against physical
punishment.

The present study showed that most of the respondents
believed that physical punishment was not necessary to

@ Springer

raise their children properly, but that only 27 % practiced
only non-violent discipline at home. In comparison to
2005, a study carried out in 2010-2011 reported that the
frequency of the use of only non-violent discipline
increased in Serbia (from 19 to 27.8 % of children) and in
Macedonia (from 22 to 28.1 %), but it declined in Bosnia
and Herzegovina (from 57 to 36 %) (Directorate for Eco-
nomic Planning Bosnia and Herzegovina et al. 2006; State
Statistical Office of Macedonia and United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund 2005; Statistical Office of the Republic of
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Table 3 Potential predictors for the only non-violent discipline practice among Roma and non-Roma population in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Macedonia and Serbia (UNICEF 2010-2011 Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey)

Population Variables Univariate logistic regression Multivariate logistic regression
samples B SE Sig. Odds ratio (95 % B Sig. Odds ratio (95 %
confidence intervals) confidence intervals)
Non-Roma of Child sex —-0.376  0.084  0.000  0.687 (0.583-0.809) —0.374  0.000  0.688 (0.584-0.812)
Bosnia aqd Child age —0.006  0.011 0.580  0.994 (0.973-1.015)
Herzegovina 1 f residence 0264 0087 0002 1302 (1.099-1.543) 0067 0487  1.070 (0.885-1.293)
Education of 0.251 0.067  0.000 1.285 (1.127-1.466) 0.123 0.094 1.131 (0.979-1.306)
household head
Wealth index 0.162  0.030  0.000 1.175 (1.108-1.247) 0.131 0.000 1.140 (1.064-1.221)
Non-Roma of Child sex —0.218  0.108  0.044  0.804 (0.651-0.994) —0.220  0.044  0.803 (0.648-0.994)
Macedonia Child age 0.036  0.014  0.009 1.036 (1.009-1.064) 0.045 0.001 1.046 (1.018-1.075)
Type of residence 0.266  0.109 0.014 1.305 (1.054-1.614) 0.188 0.151 1.207 (0.934-1.560)
Education of 0.170  0.073  0.020 1.185 (1.027-1.368) 0.092  0.287 1.096 (0.926-1.297)
household head
Wealth index 0.100  0.038  0.009 1.106 (1.025-1.192) 0.052  0.299 1.054 (0.955-1.163)
Non-Roma of Child sex —0.223  0.081 0.006  0.800 (0.683-0.937) —0.237 0.004  0.789 (0.673-0.925)
Serbia Child age 0.019  0.011 0.084 1.020 (0.997-1.042) 0.020 0.072 1.021 (0.998-1.043)
Type of residence 0.000  0.082  0.999 1.000 (0.852-1.174)
Education of 0.183  0.059  0.002 1.201 (1.070-1.348) 0.184  0.007 1.202 (1.053-1.373)
household head
Wealth index 0.049  0.029  0.091 1.050 (0.992-1.111) 0.009  0.793 1.009 (0.945-1.077)
Roma of Child sex —0.084  0.152 0582  0.920 (0.683-1.239)
Bosnia aqd Child age —0.014  0.019  0.462  0.986 (0.949-1.024)
Herzegovina 10 of residence ~ —0.550 0263 0.037  0.577 (0.345-0966)  —0550 0037  0.577 (0.345-0.966)
Education of 0.119  0.124  0.335 1.127 (0.884-1.436)
household head
Wealth index 0.007  0.053  0.891 1.007 (0.908-1.117)
Roma of Child sex —0.098  0.226  0.663 0.906 (0.582-1.412)
Macedonia Child age 0.024 0029 0419  1.024 (0.967-1.084)
Education of 0302 0.192  0.115 1.353 (0.929-1.970) 0302  0.115 1.353 (0.929-1.970)
household head
Wealth index 0.034  0.081 0.677 1.034 (0.883-1.211)
Roma of Serbia Child sex —0.079 0.178 0.658 0.924 (0.652-1.310)
Child age 0.008  0.024  0.751 1.008 (0.962-1.055)
Type of residence —-0.179  0.181 0.322 0.836 (0.586-1.192)
Education of —0.046  0.163  0.778 0.955 (0.694-1.314)
household head
Wealth index 0.100  0.061 0.099 1.105 (0.981-1.245) 0.100  0.099 1.105 (0.981-1.245)

SE standard error, Sig. significance

Serbia and Strategic Marketing Research Agency 2006).
The present study found that there were more respondents
against physical punishment in Macedonia and fewer in
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia. Though previous
research found non-violent discipline was the most com-
mon approach to disciplining children in countries with
middle and low levels of development, cases where only
non-violent methods were practiced were extremely rare
(Runyan et al. 2010; United Nations Children’s Fund

2010). The smallest number of respondents against physi-
cal punishment was found in the Roma settlements of
Serbia, where one in four respondents had a positive atti-
tude towards physical punishment, similar to the
respondents from Djibouti (United Nations Children’s
Fund 2010). Emotional and stressful behaviour of parents
(Belsky et al. 2007; Vittrup et al. 2006), established beliefs
in the effects of spanking (Hunter et al. 2000; Wang and
Liu 2014) and legal conflicts and cultural models in a
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society (Cappa and Khan 2011; Zolotor and Puzia 2010)
may explain the discrepancy found between the common
nature of the practice of violent discipline and the main-
stream belief that physical punishment is not necessary to
bring up a child properly.

Consistent with other studies (Akmatov 2011; United
Nations Children’s Fund 2010), the multivariate models in
this study showed that attitudes against physical punish-
ment were significantly more likely when children were
female and when the index of household wealth was
higher. In the patriarchal tradition of the studied countries,
boys were raised to become a resilient heads of their future
families, and that might explain why they were more likely
to experience physical punishment for their misbehaviour.
Other research has found no significant differences in the
use of violent discipline by the child’s sex (Mulatie 2014;
United Nations Children’s Fund 2010). Additionally, in
Macedonia, as in China and rural India (Hunter et al. 2000;
Wang and Liu 2014), the present study found that positive
parenting practices expanded as children’s age increased.

Wealthier respondents are less likely than poor ones to
practice violent discipline, as found in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, possibly because they are able to afford help with
raising their children or providing additional educational
and intellectual stimulation and because poverty increases
parental stress (United Nations Children’s Fund 2010).
Similar odds ratios of influence of wealth on attitudes
against physical punishment were obtained in Roma and
non-Roma population. The reason for that can be because
in Roma sample quintiles were defined within Roma and
not all participants.

In our study, rural residence was an important but
contradictory predictor for non-Roma and Roma par-
ent’s/caregiver’s attitude against physical punishment in
Bosnia and Herzegovina. Non-Roma respondents from
urban parts and wealthier were more likely against physical
punishment than their counterparts, maybe because of
higher awareness about children rights. Although almost all
Roma respondents of Bosnia and Herzegovina (90.2 %)
were against physical punishment, respondents from urban
areas were less likely against physical punishment than
respondents in rural areas. Since most Roma of Bosnia and
Herzegovina are in rural parts (88.2 %), the assumption is
that their children often work hard with parents in farms to
earn money, while in urban areas Roma parents collect
money from children who beg at streets. If true, those
assumptions point to the barriers to education that Roma
children face since children of that age should be in edu-
cational settings and not at work. Underlying reasons for
disrespect of children rights such as, physical punishment,
unawareness of children rights, parents’ indifference
toward education or the discrimination of Roma children in

@ Springer

educational should be
addressed.

The finding that the education level of the household
head is significantly related to the use of only non-violent
methods of disciplining children in Serbia suggests that
once parents/caregivers learn and become skilled in posi-
tive parenting, they will not easily return to other methods
to deal with their children’s misconduct, regardless of the
household wealth index. The education of mothers/primary
caregivers appears essential in low- and middle-income
countries (United Nations Children’s Fund 2010).

settings, etc., appropriately

Study limitations

The study results might be over- or underestimated because
of the nature of data, which may reflect respondents’
readiness to share information about sensitive issues or the
accuracy of their recollection. Further analysis should
focus on the factors omitted in this study (e.g. the par-
ent’s/caregiver’s mental health, substance abuse history,
the experience of inter-parental and inter-generational
violence and other stressful events). The cross-sectional
design of this study allows a conclusion to be drawn only
about potential correlates of positive parenting practices in
the studied population—not about their causes. The study
is based on standardized and validated measurement
instruments that maximize comparability of the results with
future research. The findings may have important policy
implications for the development of culturally sensitive
parenting interventions that can improve child develop-
ment in these transitioning countries.

Implications for policy and practice

The idea of creating progressive societies that practice
positive parenting has already been implemented in
national and international efforts in Eastern European
countries. Attitudes and practices regarding positive par-
enting are expected to be more advanced in a population
where corporal punishment is fully prohibited than in the
studied populations. More precisely, Zolotor and Puzia
(2010) concluded in the systematic review on impacts of
the law against corporal punishment that attitude and
practice of physical punishment were declining in countries
which ban corporal punishment. Worldwide, there are
numerous implemented programmes intending to help
parents bring up their children properly. With an increase
of knowledge and improvement of parenting skills, par-
ents” confidence and satisfaction grow and their children
are better at coping with social and emotional relationships
and show better conduct (Sanders et al. 2014). More evi-
dence-based interventions commissioned by institutions
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and civic, religious, political, governmental, non-govern-
mental and other interest groups, as well as the media are
needed at national and regional levels to sustain the
existing positive forms of childrearing at home and in other
environments. Specific interventions should target poor
households such as those found in Roma settlements in the
studied Eastern European countries to strengthen attitudes
against physical punishment and to encourage only non-
violent discipline. To reinforce the critical mass of
households in Eastern European countries that practice
only non-violent discipline, it is necessary to carry out
child-empowering interventions, provide direct support for
positive parenting, and prohibit corporal punishment in
communities. The significance of this study is that it pro-
vides data on socio-economic disparities that are important
for global public health action for positive parenting.

Less affluent parents/caregivers and those with lower
levels of education in the studied Eastern European coun-
tries need direct support for positive parenting. Positive
parenting benefits may be realized over multiple genera-
tions (Madden et al. 2015).
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