Reflections of violence by children living at social welfare institutions of Ida-Virumaa
This Master`s thesis (Siret Linde, 2002) treats abuse of children in welfare institutions on the basis of scientific literature, questionnaires, essays of children in orphanages and everyday experience. 105 children, 64 girls and 41 boys aged 12-16 from six orphanages and one shelter home participated in the questionnaire. The results were analysed with the quantitative method. In addition, the essays on violence of children in welfare institutions have been analysed with the qualitative method.

The theoretical part of the  study gives a survey of reasons behind child abuse and risk factors as well as of myths connected with them. Attention is paid to the shortcomings of legislation and issues concerning prevention and intervention are treated. In addition, a short survey is given of earlier studies of similar content.

The aim of the study was to get a survey of the range and frequency of abuse of children in Ida-Viru children welfare institutions as well as before admission. 

I state that most of the children in orphanages have a previous experience in abuse, forming a risk group both as victims and potential abusers and thus need special attention and protection. Emotional abuse as a frequent phenomenon is yet not acknowledged by orphanage managers. 

The theoretical framework of the study is formed by an integrated treatment of social and environmental models according to which children abuse is affected by situational and structural stress factors. The theories of  family abuse have also been used.

Study methods were divided into qualitative and quantitative. Quantitative methods were used in analysing the questionnaire, qualitative – in analysing the essays of orphans on violence.

The study results reveal that the main reason for admitting the child to an institution was the lack of care which can also be defined as abuse. The following indicators characterise the families of children in social welfare institutions:

· single parent 64.1%

· poverty 84%

· problems with alcohol of one or both parents 68%

· conflicting micro climate 63%

The study results reveal that children in orphanages have experienced frequent and different physical and emotional abuse already before institutionalising. Children abuse in families is carried out under the pretence of punishment and this creates an understanding in a child that such punishment is justified.  Emotional abuse is most often in the form of reviling – 62.2%, physical abuse in the form of hitting with hands or feet – 26.5%, beating – 16.3% and pulling by hair – 15.3%.

The study also revealed that all orphanages have changed from the system of groups to the system of family but this has not been done according to the rules. Family groups are too big (average number of children in one group is 15.3) and thus does not correspond to the stipulations of the Orphanage Decree. Big groups do not enable individual approach and children socialize as a group rather than a member of the family. 

During the study it became clear that although many children have experienced both physical and emotional violence in an orphanage, they do not define such behaviour as violence. According to their own words orphanage children have not experienced much physical violence (answers: “often” – 5%, “seldom” – 38% and “have not experienced” – 57%) but taking into consideration the aforesaid it can be considered a noteworthy result.

The questionnaire revealed that emotional abuse has been experienced by almost 2/3 of the children – 66% which allows to assume that emotional abuse in orphanages as in the whole society is quite widespread and occurs both in adult-children and adult-adult relations. 

It is quite sad that orphanage children experience both emotional and physical abuse within the orphanage (38.8% and 57.7% accordingly).

An orphanage child is mostly ready to answer with the same in case he or she has experienced violence – 60.6%. 3.2% of the orphanage children beat and humiliate others when in bad mood and 6.4% think they have power over others.

In comparison with a similar study conducted in Ida-Virumaa gymnasiums in the year 1999 it can be said that in comparison with a child who has a home an orphan is much more ready to establish himself with the help of violence. While the percentage of abusive home children was 5.9, the percentage of abusive orphans was 9.6.

Violence among orphans has some characteristics of school violence, since both at schools and in orphanages the number of children is big. The questionnaire showed that the victim of abuse between children is often a  small group of children who have not many friends and who are outcast both at school and at home.

In comparison with a comprehensive family and school violence study conducted by Estonian Union of Child Welfare in 1998 among pupils  aged 14-15,  it can be said that an orphanage child has experienced both physical and emotional abuse more often than a home child and is thus more abusive and vulnerable. 

In placing themselves into the role of a parent, 51.7% of orphanage children found that emotional abuse among members of the family should be prevented, 41.7% considered it totally unacceptable.  6.9% found that emotional abuse is an inevitable phenomenon of family life.

Thus, the majority of orphanage children – 93.1% – have a negative reaction towards emotional abuse and tries to avoid it. It is still likely that behaviour patterns experienced in childhood will be repeated in the future, since orphanage children lack skills at solving the problems and such skills are not taught in an orphanage. In the issues of punishment in the future families orphanage children are much less democratic than home children. In comparison with children from ordinary families the number of orphanage children who think that a child must obey his parents unconditionally is twice as big and the number of those who consider any violence unpermitted is  by 2/3 smaller. 

The study included the opinions of orphanage children concerning the ways of reducing violence in families and the whole society and the opinions of children with abuse experience about reducing violence. 40.4% suggested that the issue should be solved by adults (including mother and father) and 29.8% that it should be solved by the police.

Social workers or child welfare officers were not mentioned in this role, as well as the child himself, which means that help is supposed to come from outside. Taking into consideration that we deal with children, such attitude is natural, although it creates learned helplessness. Almost half of the participants, 47.5%, did not answer to this question at all which means that they have not taken the trouble to think about it or that they lack the ability to analyse.

The results show that children see alcohol, drugs and material inability as the main reasons for family problems and that they expect more understanding from adults. Much is expected from the state as well. The state should increase benefits to families,  better the work of the police and implement stricter punishments to parents abusing children. 

The analyses of study results reveal that most often children abuse is caused by alcohol consumption by one parent or both parents, economic situation of the family and conflicts in the family. In an orphanage violence among children is caused by too many children in one family group.

Nine essays of Voka Orphanage were studied qualitatively. Since the terms “abuse” and “violence” are unfamiliar to children, they were replaced by “punishment” and “teasing”. Children could write on two themes:

1. I and punishment

2. My relations with companions

It can be concluded on the basis of the essays that physical abuse of children by adults in orphanages is quite rare. Emotional abuse by an adult or among children is more prevalent. An abused child does not often find protection and support from adults. The behaviour of children in orphanages is a problem too. Methods of punishment used by adults often degrade the child’s self esteem, too little attention is paid to promoting positive behaviour of children.

The following observations and suggestions were made in the process of collecting empirical data:

1. Until now renovation of buildings and economic expenses 60-80%. Greater attention to the training of personnel necessary.

2. Teaching Estonian in Russian orphanages.

3. More investments into child welfare and work with families, not into institutions (special schools, orphanages, etc).

4. State programmes against family abuse. Support to single parents and families with many children.

5. Efficient network and information exchange.

6. Stress on children’s free time

7. Teaching of management skills

Siret Linde
e-mail: siret.linde@iviruko.just.ee

