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Purpose: This paper looked into the experiences of refugee parents with 
an aim to uncover the challenges of parenting encountered during and after 
the asylum procedures in Bulgaria - a country placed at the bottom of the 
asylum recognition scale in Europe. Methods: Qualitative research through 
semi-structured interviews of eight parents originating from Iraq, Syria and 
Palestine was conducted during the 3 months’ period in 2016. Results: Empiric 
research conducted revealed that procedural shortcomings of refugee protec-
tion system in Bulgaria causes severe psychosocial stresses to families in that 
the factors, such as slow and deficient asylum procedures, inadequate social 
protection and absence of integration programs, have a direct impact on the 
family life, parenting and children’s wellbeing.  Discussion: These results point 
to a clear need for improvement of the access to asylum right and subsequent 
refugee integration in Bulgaria. They also call for a systemic approach in 
which the refugee rights are fully respected and vulnerability inherent to the 
refugee parents’ liminal position properly addressed. We further recommend 
the interventions of social work and mental health professions in ameliorating 
existent stresses of exclusion and marginalisation of refugee families with an 
aim to advance their full integration rights.
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INTRODUCTION
Background
The current figures illustrate a distress-

ing trend of wars and persecutions across 
the globe forcing some 65.3 million peo-
ple to flee their homes. Among these, 21.3 
million are refugees, with half of that pop-
ulation being children and minors.  Only 
from September 2015 to January 2016 more 
than one million people, mostly from Syria, 
Iraq and Afghanistan, came to Europe to 
seek safety and protection (EU Committee, 
2016). In early 2016, it was estimated that 
more than 50 per cent of all refugees and 
migrants arriving to Europe were women 
and children, with over a third of them chil-
dren (UNHCR, 2016b). 

The term refugee as a legal term stem-
ming from Refugee Convention refers to 
“any person who, owing to well-founded 
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a par-
ticular social group or political opinion, is 
outside the country of his nationality and is 
unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to avail himself of the protection of that 
country”1. Accordingly, the international 
protection implies that in circumstances 
defined by Convention it is another (signa-
tory) state’s obligation to grant protection 
to the applicants of asylum on its own ter-
ritory. However, it is a low probability to be 
recognised as a convention refugee in EU 
today and to be granted the full protection. 

More asylum seekers are granted comple-
mentary forms of protection like subsidiary 
protection.2  

The number of persons seeking asylum 
from non-EU countries in the EU Mem-
ber States during the second quarter of 
2018 was 137 000, a number around the 
levels recorded in 2014, before the peaks 
of 2015 and 2016. Majority come from 
Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq and are reg-
istered in Germany, France, Greece and 
Spain. During the second quarter of 2018, 
of 142 700 first instance decisions, only 
37% were positive (i.e. granting a type of 
protection status).3

Refugees and asylum seekers in 
Bulgaria
Given the focus of this research on Bul-

garia, a country-specific demographic over-
view of the refugee situation is introduced 
in this section. 

It is important to note that reliable and 
accurate information on asylum seekers in 
Bulgaria is difficult to obtain, in particular 
the breakdown of data according to sex, 
age, gender, the presence of vulnerable 
categories, as well as the full overview of 
the asylum application statuses (UNHCR, 
2014). The public administration is slow-
er in comparison to other EU countries in 
responding to new developments on the 
ground, and the statistical database on the 
number of foreign citizens in the country is 
incomplete and unreliable (Hajdinak, 2011). 
For the same reason, UNHCR asserts that 
the number of people who lodged or intend-
ed to lodge their asylum application in Bul-
garia is most likely higher than the official 
numbers presented by state. 

1 Article 1 of Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees 1951and New York Protocol 1967.
2 Refugee status is defined in Article 1 of the Geneva Convention relating to the Status of Refugees of July 

1951 ,28, as amended by the New York Protocol of January 1967 ,31. Subsidiary protection is defined in Article 
2(g) of Directive 95/2011/EC, and is granted to a person who does not qualify for refugee status, but faces risk of 
serious harm upon return to the country of origin. Humanitarian status is granted under national law for persons 
who are not eligible for international protection as defined in Directive 95/2011/EC, but who are not removed 
because of ill health or because they are unaccompanied minors.

3 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statisticsexplained/index.php/Asylum_quarterly_report#Decisions_on_asy-
lum_applications
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During the largest one-time refugee in-
flux to EU in 2015, Bulgaria was faced with 
20 391 asylum seekers, when the refugee 
status was granted to 4 708 persons and sub-
sidiary protection to another 889 persons. 
In 2016, out of 19 418 applicants, refugee 
status was granted to only 764, while sub-
sidiary protection to 587 asylum seekers. 
In 2017, number of asylum seekers dropped 
to 3 700 persons and the asylum rejection 
rate was 64.2%. The European Economic 
and Social Committee (EESC) has further 
reported that only 30% of applicants have 
remained in the country for the outcome of 
their asylum claims and that the majority 
left the country before the end of the pro-
cedure (EESC, 2016)4. Finally, in the first 
half of the 2018, Bulgaria has had only 154 
asylum applications submitted (State Agen-
cy for Refugees, 2018). 

In comparison to other European coun-
tries, Bulgaria is placed at the bottom of 
the protection scale with the lowest asylum 
recognition rate of 46% (UNHCR, 2016a) 
Furthermore, in the course of 2015-2017 
the Bulgarian authorities arrested over 50 
000 persons for entering/ exiting or trav-
eling through the country without legal 
documentation (Ministry of Interior, 2015; 
IOM, 2016). In addition, there are consistent 
reports of violent pushbacks at the borders, 
interception, denial of access to state ter-
ritory and other violations of asylum right 
reported by NGO (Bulgarian Helsinki 
Committee, 2017).

On the other hand, the main impedi-
ment to effective integration of recognised 
refugees is the lack of the national strategy 
for introductory courses of Bulgarian lan-
guage, cultural orientation and effective 
social protection despite the continued 
recommendations of the NGOs involved 
in the development of the national strate-

gic documents on migration (EESC, 2016). 
These NGOs reported that the majority of 
services, including child care, remained 
available only to individuals who spoke 
Bulgarian or individuals otherwise inte-
grated in the labour market. Moreover, the 
prevailing obstacles in accessing different 
social services often result from inadequate 
provision of information regarding asylum 
seekers and recognised refugees’ rights in 
the country (Bulgarian Helsinki Commit-
tee, 2016; EESC, 2016).

Finally, the NGOs have also remarked 
on the insufficient dialogue and various 
impediments to full cooperation with the 
government on the protection programs, 
including the implementation of language 
courses and vocational training courses 
for refugees. 

Conceptual approach to parenting 
in exile 
Parenting is critically important to a 

child’s health and development as it is relat-
ed to the ability of parents and primary car-
ers to ensure that the child’s developmental 
needs are being appropriately met. Parent-
ing also demands flexibility in responding 
to changing needs of the child both over 
time and in a variety of situational contexts. 
General aspects of parenting include provi-
sion of basic care, ensuring child’s safety, 
stability, emotional warmth, stimulation, 
guidance, setting boundaries and other 
behaviours in support of promoting psy-
chosocial, cognitive and physical growth. 
The relationships between a child and a 
parent is not a one-directional process but a 
complex interaction and transaction across 
time and in different contexts and environ-
ments influencing it. Consequently, in the 
literature there is little clarity on the ideal 
parenting and responsibilities thereof (Eve 

4 In 2014, due to lengthy procedures for registration and with no official documents, accommodation or 
access to social welfare and health care services, large number of asylum applicants left Bulgaria in search for 
the country that could offer more effective protection (UNHCR, 2014; AIDA, 2015b). 



100

Rev. soc. polit., god. 26, br. 1, str. 97-114, Zagreb 2019. Pezerović A., Milić Babić M., Porobić S.: Parents in Exile...

et al., 2014). The concept of ‘good enough 
parenting’ is often seen as subjective (Farn-
field, 2008) and elusive (Taylor et al., 2009).

In this study, parenting is understood 
through an ecological framework (Bron-
fenbrenner, 1979), as to capture direct influ-
ences on the child within the microsystem 
(primary caregivers) but also to focus on 
the interrelationships between other signif-
icant members of the family and the child’s 
surrounding (mesosystem). Such research 
approach allows to fully grasp the dynam-
ic nature of relationships, which have an 
overall impact on the parenting by incor-
porating the effects of social and cultural 
aspects of parenting. 

Through the concept of ecosystem’s ap-
proach, we are allowed to examine the qual-
ity of interrelationships in the settings/sys-
tems that the person may not fully interact 
with, but which still significantly impact on 
the relationships within microsystem. Here 
we refer to e.g. employment, housing condi-
tions, engagement with the community and 
similar. For example, the fact that refugees 
during the asylum procedures experience 
financial difficulties and dependence on the 
social welfare systems, can impact on par-
enting and child care. In this situation the 
minimal standard care could be seen as a 
good enough parenting according to White 
(2005). Ecological framework also takes 
into consideration macrofactors, e.g. poli-
cy and legislation, which influence person’s 
well-being and therefore have relevance to 
refugee parents subjected to various asylum 
and integration policies.

Research problem and objectives
Refugees experience various adversities, 

which can have an impact on their parent-
ing. Traumatic experiences affect the ref-
ugee parents on multiple levels including 
their psychological wellbeing, health, social 
relationships, professional and family roles, 
as well as the marital relationships (Rogers, 

Floyd, Seltzer, Greenberg and Hong, 2010) 
Moreover, research on the link between 
the exposure to war and post-traumatic 
stress symptoms, depression, anxiety and 
impaired capacity to perform the activities 
of daily living, points to the challenges en-
countered in the adaptation to conditions 
of the receiving countries. The common 
challenges involve inadequate housing, 
poverty, social isolation, discrimination, 
behavioural disorders in children, and, for 
unregistered refugees without appropriate 
legal documents even the fear of deporta-
tion to the country of origin (Birman et al., 
2005; Miller and Rasmussen, 2009). 

The anxiety of parents also makes them 
more vulnerable in their ability to attend to 
frustrations of their children and their own 
sense of vulnerability (Groves and Zuck-
erman, 1997; Osofsky and Fenichel, 1994, 
1996, 2000). For many parents, significant 
challenges involve also balancing the at-
tachment to their own cultural values with 
the adaptation to the host culture, where the 
aspect of raising children in a new cultural 
environment acts as the additional stress 
in parenting (Tingvold, Hauff, Allen and 
Middelthon, 2012). 

Furthermore, refugees frequently suffer 
from stresses connected to the experiences 
of torture, trauma, separation from their 
family or loss of family members. Besides 
this, refugee families also typically expe-
rience changes in parental roles, language 
barriers and different cultural expectations 
and behaviours (Allen, Vaage and Hauff, 
2006; Fatumo, Allvin, Flacking, Schon, 
2016). At the same time, literature on chil-
dren affected by uprootment due to war and 
transitory conditions of the exile points to 
the critical role of the primary care givers 
in alleviating the negative effects of cri-
sis through nurturing and responsive care 
(Murphy et al. 2017; Almquist & Broberg, 
1999; Fazel & Stein 2002).  Research on 
protective factors such as economic and 
social integration of refugee parents has 
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also been identified as relevant to the fu-
ture wellbeing of their children (Landale, 
Thomas and Van Hook, 2012). However, 
research on the effects of forced migration 
and exile at a family level, and in particu-
lar on parenting and bonds between parents 
and children, is still limited and deserves 
more attention (Kerig, 2018). 

In line with this previous body of re-
search, we aimed to investigate the effects 
of exile on parenting for the refugee fami-
lies during and after asylum procedures in 
Bulgaria. To do so, we formulated the fol-
lowing leading research questions: 

1)  Which challenges are encountered by 
refugee parents in the host country? 

2)  What are their central worries and 
stresses? 

3)  How are they supported and how do 
they deal with these? 

4)  What are their future plans, hopes 
and aspirations? 

METHOD
Qualitative research design
This research employed a qualitative 

research design as it aimed at investigating 
parenting as a social phenomenon with the 
underlying meaning making processes as 
expressed by the refugee informants in this 
study (Bryman, 2008). We wanted to better 
understand how these individuals think and 
feel about the parenting on the subjective 
level (Patton, 2002). The chosen method of 
data collection involved semi-structured in-
terviews consisting of open-ended questions 
which enabled us to collect rich qualitative 
data, following a consistent structure (Gal-
letta and Cross, 2013). The same questions 
were asked to all research participants (Gill-
ham, 2005) on the basis of the interview 
guide comprising twelve open-ended ques-
tions, which were inspired by the theoretical 
framework of resilience vs vulnerability 
(Daniel et al, 2010; Ungar, 2008). Such an 

approach helped us to identify adversities 
(challenges, difficulties), which refugee face 
in Bulgaria; to account for experiences (to 
identify their vulnerabilities); to assess the 
support received (protective environmental 
factors) and to capture personal aspirations 
and hopes (positive values as one of the re-
silience domains). We aspired to look into 
the dynamic nature of the system’s factors 
and it was important to create an atmo-
sphere of acceptance and non-judgmental 
listening thus to ensure that parents did not 
feel under scrutiny during the interviews 
(Magnusson and Marecek, 2015).

Eight interviews were conducted by 
the first author of the paper who initiated 
contact with different refugee families in 
Bulgaria from April until June 2016. The 
interviews lasted from thirty to forty-five 
minutes on average. 

As it was not possible to lead the con-
versations in English with all of the partic-
ipants, the assistance of an interpreter was 
used. Interviews were then conducted in 
English while the interpreter was simulta-
neously translating to Arabic and back to 
English. Since the research involved par-
ticipants settled in two Bulgarian cities, 
Sofia and Harmanli, two different inter-
preters were engaged in the translation of 
the interviews. 

Most interviews were conducted in the 
reception centre, while some took place in 
the office of Caritas, where the researcher 
worked. Prior to the interviews, the inter-
preters had been briefed on the research 
aims and the interviewing method. Corre-
spondingly, the participants also received 
information on the research objectives and 
provided their consent to participate in the 
project. They were given the option to with-
draw from the interview at any point and 
provided their consent to the audio record-
ing of the interviews. In addition, the par-
ticipants were asked to provide their consent 
to the presence of interpreter in cases when 
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translation assistance was necessary. The 
participants were guaranteed anonymity 
and confidentiality of the information they 
provided. This was ensured by not posing 
inquiries on the first and last names, as 
well as by labelling the participants in data 
analysis with the letters M or F (mother 
or father) and the ordinal numbers as the 
only marks used for the distinction of par-
ticipants. The participants, who expressed 
their interest in research results, shared 
their e-mail addresses with the interviewer. 

Participants
Total of eight participants took part in 

the semi-structured interviews and shared 
their views and interpretations of the experi-
enced, accounting for their personal parent-
ing situation (Carey, 2009). This study used 
the purposive sampling technique (Ritchie 
et al, 2013) as the key target were parents 
(five fathers and three mothers), which the 
researcher came in contact with during the 
course of humanitarian work at Caritas, 
Bulgaria. According to Milas (2005) when 
a portion of the observed population is for 
certain reasons more accessible or availa-

ble to participate in the research, it may 
qualify as the appropriate sample. All par-
ticipants voluntarily agreed to participate 
in the study. The details of the participants 
are presented in Table 1.

At the moment of interviewing, four of 
the participants were granted refugee sta-
tus and subsidiary protection, while anoth-
er four were still in the asylum procedure. 
Four participants were Syrian, three were 
Iraqi, and one participant was a Palestinian 
who had previously lived in Syria as a refu-
gee. The age of the participants ranged from 
twenty-one to fifty-three. All were married 
except for one participant who was wid-
owed. The number of their children ranged 
from one to five children. All fathers, and 
one mother, had been employed prior to 
their exile. Five participants claimed they 
wanted to stay and live in Bulgaria, while 
two participants indicated they wanted to 
stay only if they could secure employment, 
and one participant affirmed he preferred 
to return to Great Britain where he had al-
ready been granted the refugee status. One 
of the participants was readmitted with his 
family from Finland to Bulgaria in accor-
dance with the Dublin Regulation. 

Table 1

Participants’ details

M- mother
F- father

Country 
of origin

Age
Marital 
status

Number of children and 
age

Employment 
before exile

Status

M1
Palestine-

Syria
48 Widow

3 children (30, 28 and 
20 years)

No
Subsidiary status 

granted

M2 Syria 26 Married 3 children (4.5; 2 and 1) No Asylum seeker

F1 Syria 37 Married
2 children (6.5 and 1.5 

years)
Yes

Refugee status 
granted

F2 Syria 42 Married
4 children (15, 11, 6, 3 

years)
Yes

Refugee status 
granted

F3 Iraq 34 Married 1 child (8 years) Yes Asylum seeker

F4 Syria 21 Married 1 child (7 months) Yes Asylum seeker

F5 Iraq 46 Married
5 children (12, 18, 16, 9, 

1 year and 3 months)
Yes Asylum seeker

M3 Iraq 53 Married 2 children (31, 25 years) Yes
Refugee status 

granted
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At the time of the interviews, four per-
sons lived in the state administered refu-
gee reception centre in Bulgaria, whilst the 
other four were privately accommodated. 
Majority (four fathers and two mothers) 
mentioned the fear for their children’s safety 
being the main reason for flight. Only two 
participants (both mothers) mentioned be-
ing in contact with the rest of their family 
members in the country of origin, i.e., Syria.   

Data analysis 
A thematic analysis was used to analyse 

the collected data due to theoretically flexi-
ble approach (Brown and Clarke, 2008). On 
the one hand, thematic analysis has been 
viewed as a method which captures realis-
tic, descriptive data, while on the other, it 
has been endorsed for its potential toward 
the systematic framework for coding of the 
qualitative data. We used it in this integra-
tive manner due to its specificity to reveal 
the patterns as a result of data-driven and 
theory-driven analysis, well-suited for the 
small data sets (Taylor and Ussher, 2001)

Analysis of the data was organised accord-
ing to the six steps (Braun and Clarke, 2006): 
1) familiarisation with the data; 2) coding (se-
mantic and conceptual reading of the data); 
3) searching for themes (through similarities 
in the data coherent and meaningful patterns 
were identified); 4) reviewing the themes 
(ensuring that the data tell a compelling and 
convincing story); 5) defining and naming 
themes and 6) writing up of the key themes. 

RESULTS
Data analysis yielded four dominant 

themes connected to the resilience vs vul-
nerability framework: 1) protective factors 
and support systems; 2) hopes and aspira-
tions; 3) adversities of refugee experience 
and integration hardships; and 4) everyday 
psychosocial stresses. The first two themat-
ic categories relate to resilience while the 
second two to vulnerability in parenting. 

Protective factors and support systems 
War and persecutions faced at home 

and a hope to bring their children to safety 
were central to accounts of parents in this 
research, thus revealing their strengths 
and determinations to survive and recreate 
better family conditions in a peaceful envi-
ronment. However, the reality of post-flight 
adaptation, reception and integration to 
the Bulgarian environment is challenging. 
Thematic analysis of the protective factors 
and support systems available illustrates 
resources available to them. The overview 
is presented in the Table 2.

Table 2

Protective factors and support systems identified 

by refugees in Bulgaria

Schooling of 
children (2)

‘Our children are going to school here 
in the camp’ (Mother, age 26, Syria)

Legal 
entrance (3)

‘There were no challenges, I didn’t 
come to Bulgaria illegally, I came legally, 
I took visa, and came to Bulgaria...’ 
(Father, age 42, Syria)

Being 
Christian (3)

‘Also, for my family it is easy to live in 
Bulgaria since we are Christian family, 
so send boys and girls in the same 
school for me it wasn’t a problem… and 
the holidays are the same holidays… 
so I didn’t miss much from my life’ 
(Mother, age 53, Iraq)

Small 
expectations 
(1)

‘…I don’t think about something bigger, 
I just want a safe place…’ (Father, age 
37, Syria)

Strong family 
ties (3)

 ‘My wife… she is my heart…she loves 
children…’ (Father, age 46, Iraq)

NGOs 
support (1)

‘…there are many NGOs for refugees, 
to support them…to give information’ 
(Mother, age 53, Iraq)

Contact with 
Bulgarian 
children (1)

‘…it’s easier to get integrated because 
they are with other Bulgarian kids…’ 
(Mother, age 53, Iraq)

Work (3)
‘…it’s better to work to and have some 
money than asking people for the money…’ 
(Mother, age 48, Palestinian Syrian)

Access 
to health 
services (1) 

‘So when she was in the hospital, 
she used Kurdish translator and used 
mobile phone and called UK. So she 
called me and said, so this is what 
happened. ‘ (Father, age 34, Iraq)
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 Thematic analysis of interviews devoted 
to protective factors showed that there is a 
number of environmental factors involved 
in resilience of parents. They frequently 
referred to children’s continued school-
ing, work, legal entrance to the country as 
well as children’s contact with Bulgarian 
children and access to health services as 
beneficial to them. Other sociocultural sup-
port factors that were mentioned are strong 
family ties and being Christian which gave 
a sense of cultural familiarity to three of the 
families from Iraq and Syria. In terms of 
formal support services there was one men-
tion of the NGO support as a significantly 
available protection factor. One parent’s 
personal factor of being humble and hav-
ing small expectations such as just being 
sheltered from war was mentioned as ben-
eficial in the transitory situation of asylum 
reception centre.   

Hopes and aspirations
Hopes of exiled parents center around 

normalisation of family’s socio-economic, 
legal and psychological conditions, their 
children’s education and aspirations for 
the better future. They are illustrated in the 
Table 3 below. 

Aspirations for the better future primar-
ily dependant on hope for regaining the safe 
home environment, finding employment 
and accessing refugee status for those in 
the asylum procedures. In fact, all 7 par-
ents referred to safe housing conditions as 
their aspiration while school, employment 
and status were, in turn, all interconnected 
with aspirations to renormalise life after 
the shattering war experiences in an envi-
ronment which lends little socio-economic 
opportunities for integration.

Table 3

Hopes and aspirations of refugees in Bulgaria

Normalisation of 
life (4)

‘I hope we will get status and 
that we will have normal life 
here… or try to have normal 
life somewhere else... (Mother, 
age 26, Syria)
I want to see my children 
happy’ (Mother, age 48, 
Palestine)
 ‘I hope I will come back to my 
life like before and see myself 
as human being.’ (Father, age 
37, Syria)

Refugee status 
(4)

‘My biggest hope is to get 5 
years status so I can go to 
try to some another country 
where I can get better 
insurance...’ (Father, age 21, 
Syria)

Employment (1)
‘... that all my children will 
have their work (job)’. (Mother, 
age 48, Palestine)

Safe housing (7)

‘I hope to buy a house and 
I hope the money that I give 
now for my rent I will put in 
my pocket,... because it’s very 
difficult’. (Father, age 42, Syria)
‘It’s a small hope. Only small 
house and a simple life with 
my family… No problem 
here or in another country…’ 
(Father, age 46, Iraq)

School (5)

‘I want that my children go 
to school and have a future... 
(Mother, age 26, Syria)
‘All children have to go to 
school… and then they come 
back home and talk everything 
they did in the school… 
(Father, age 46, Iraq)

Adversities of refugee experience 
and integration hardships
Adversities of parents related to actual 

refugee experience but also asylum proce-
dures and integration challenges are many. 
Refugees interviewed have accounted for 
various environmental factors and the over-
view of these as dominant themes found in 
this analytic data category are presented 
in Table 4.
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 Table 4

Adversities and hardships of refugees in Bulgaria 

Themes Examples

Deaths and 
bereavement 
processes (5)

‘My brother and his wife and 4 children and my sister and my cousin with their 3 
children, they came from Iraq, they tried to come to Bulgaria to apply for an asy-
lum, but on the way, my brother and my cousin, they have died in a snow. So my 
brother’s wife, my sister in law, she died in hospital in Bulgaria’ (Father, age 34, Iraq)
‘I lost my husband and my house in Syria…’ (Mother, age 48, Palestinian Syrian) 

Flight and arduous 
journey to Bulgaria (5)

‘Journey was very hard. It was snow, it was very cold, we were freezing and they 
(children) were sleeping in the snow.’ (Mother, age 26, Syria)

Health issues (physical 
and mental health) (3)

‘I almost died...  first year here in Bulgaria my children were afraid of airplane, 
every time they hear airplane they started to cry because they remembered... 
they are still afraid...’ (Father, age 37, Syria)

Unemployment (8)

 ‘All refugees… they don’t have chance to find job here…’ (Father, age 46, Iraq)
‘Here, you can’t find a work and my family is a big family and I must …we must 
to work...’ (Father, age 46, Iraq)
‘If kids go to school you need money… so here I don’t work, so who is going to 
pay for the school, bus, food?’ (Father, age 34, Iraq)

Difficulties of 
accommodations and 
poor living conditions 
(5)

‘…because in Syria I had the house...and now I came here to rent a flat and live 
in a small house/flat... it’s very hard for us....’ (Father, age 37, Syria)

Limited access to 
schooling of children 
(6)

 ‘Sometimes I think about… now, I cannot go back to my country… because I 
have problems… but my children, they don’t have anything… why they had to 
run from my country to here? And now they don’t have school… all children have 
to go to school…’ (Father, age 46, Iraq)

Livelihood difficulties 
(8)

 ‘Bulgarian government is not supporting us with the money but at least they are 
supporting us with documents, and they gave to us second chance, for me and 
my family- to live better’ (Father, age 42, Syria)

Lack of formal 
integration 
programmes (3)

‘So the challenges are how to make daily living….and here there is no programme 
of social integration from the government, so we rely on NGO’s or campaigns…’ 
(Mother, age 53, Iraq)

reported by another six due to shortage of 
personal identification documents required 
for accessing the education system. 

Other research has pointed to the fact 
that despite formal access to employment as 
a provision in domestic law for asylum seek-
ers and refugees in Bulgaria, many struc-
tural barriers prevent them from accessing 
the labour market, thus leading to discrim-
ination, exclusion and marginalization (see 
Hajdinak, 2011). Finally, it is clear that lack 
of systemic integration programmes affects 
all presented challenges of post-flight adap-
tation even though only three parents were 
able to vocalise and directly reflect on this 
in the interviews. 

Five persons referred to personal loss-
es including those of close family mem-
bers, relatives and extended family either 
during flight period or in the host country 
now going through bereavement process. 
Stressful flight conditions and reaching 
the Bulgarian border were experienced by 
half of them with direct effects on phys-
ical and mental health of both children 
and themselves. 

During the reception and integration 
phase, all eight of interviewees have re-
ported unemployment and struggle with 
the livelihood. Connected to this are poor 
living conditions of five informants and 
limited access to schooling of the children 
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Everyday psychosocial stresses
Apart from environmental factors there 

are also individual ones which make refu-
gee parents particularly vulnerable during 

the period of acquiring asylum, settling 
down and integrating to the Bulgarian so-
ciety. The overview of these psychosocial 
stresses is presented in Table 5. 

 Table 5

Psychosocial stresses encountered by refugees in Bulgaria 

Themes Examples

Sheltering children 
from war and desire for 
safety and prosperous 
future of children in 
exile (8)

‘…and when the war escalated, we fled only with the clothes on our back…We 
were afraid for our children’s lives… We escaped and we just want to be in a 
safe place. We escaped for our children’s future...’
(Mother, age 26, Syria)

War trauma among 
children (4)

‘they hear airplane they start to cry because they remembered... they are still 
afraid...  till now we can’t find solution for her (daughter) when she hears sound 
of airplane... we can’t ever leave her alone...’ (Father, age 37, Syria)

Anxiety due to inability 
of children to access 
education (7)

‘I was afraid how to send them to school and how they will learn this language’ 
(Father, age 42, Syria)
‘When I am thinking of my child future... the hardest is how I will ensure that my 
baby will have good education...’ (Father, age 21, Syria)
‘And now they do not have school…they don’t have any time to see their friends… 
or to go to see/watch something funny to them…’ (Father, age 45, Iraq)

Family separations and 
guilt feelings (3)

‘Well, everything is hard... my daughter is in UK, my wife in Iraq, 7 children in 
Bulgaria ... my mother still in Iraq...’ (Father, age 34, Iraq)
‘.. and also, we are thinking about our family who are still in Syria and trying to 
make some solution, maybe we can help the rest of our family..’ (Mother, age 
26, Syria)

Loneliness and social 
isolation (5)

‘...everything I had to do by myself…  so… and I tried to find a courage to stay 
here...’ (Mother, age 53, Iraq)
 ‘…but we don’t see anyone helping us…we don’t see anyone in general…’ 
(Father, age 46, Iraq))

Language barriers (8)

‘[The hardest thing is]…The language because I am not young, I cannot 
understand everything and Bulgarian language is very difficult for me’ (Mother, 
age 48, Palestinian-Syrian)
 ‘The language… they [Bulgarians]…don’t speak English’ (Father, age 34, Iraq) ‘

Psychotrauma in 
parents (5)

‘We saw many hard things… sometimes when I remember those things I want 
to cry, but I don’t want to cry in front of my family…’ (Father, age 46, Iraq) 

 Livelihood stresses (5)

‘It’s very very hard... you have to take care about your house, your wife, your 
children, too much pressure, you kill yourself...’ (Father, age 34, Iraq)
‘If you have money you are fine here but if you don’t, it’s very very hard...’ (Father, 
age 34, Iraq)

Uncertainty for their 
future (8)

 ‘It’s very difficult. Before we didn’t have to think about future because we had 
everything and now we lose everything and we needed to start again... like a 
person with clothes and next day without clothes... how is it to be? Big change...’ 
(Father, age 37, Syria)
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Parents’ fear for the lives of their children 
during war and hostilities in Syria and Iraq 
was a mentioned as a main trigger of their 
flights. All eight accounted that they decided 
to flee their country solely for concerns over 
the safety of their children. These fears and 
anxieties make them particularly vulnerable 
as their expectations of exile conditions rest 
on conviction of better future for their chil-
dren. One parent explained how he lived in 
war circumstances for three years and faced 
life-threatening situations on four occasions, 
yet he decided to leave only when his chil-
dren faced direct life threats. Half of the 
parents mentioned recurrent traumatisation 
in their children caused by environmental 
stimuli, like sharp sounds. Majority howev-
er, pointed to persistent concerns and fears 
they have regarding the inability of children 
to continue the schooling and normalise their 
lives after these traumas. Typically, three of 
parents mentioned separations from close 
and extended family members and rela-
tives left behind in Syria and Iraq causing 
feelings of a survival guilt. They have also 
endured personal traumas due to war, loss-
es and reaching Bulgaria. On top of these 
experiences they face social isolation and 
loneliness directly connected to the language 
barrier all eight have reported. Economic 
hardships are part of their everyday reality 
in Bulgaria. Hence, all fear for their future 
and describe uncertainty as a dominant psy-
chological burden.

DISCUSSION AND 
IMPLICATIONS
According to the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees, the prolonged 
period of exile, which entails the unremit-
ting feeling of uncertainty for refugees and 
their families in circumstances that are no 
longer life-threatening, may, in fact, result 
in their inability to access basic rights and 
satisfy their economic, social and psycho-
logical needs.  

Indeed, the literature focusing refugee 
rights speaks abundantly about such vio-
lations and challenges pointing to devas-
tating socio-economic and psychological 
effects during various phases of exile (see 
e.g. Verdirame & Harrell-Bond, 2005; 
Rubio-Marin 2014; O’Sullivan& Stevens, 
2017; Porobić & Blitz; 2018, Porobić, 
2018, 2017, 2016, 2012). In addition, it is 
a well-documented fact that refugee chil-
dren are particularly exposed to the great 
number of vulnerabilities across the refugee 
process and that the role of parents as care 
givers is crucial for their wellbeing in the 
transitory exile situation (see e.g. Hancheva, 
2018; Garin, Beise, Hug &You, 2016; Hynie, 
Guruge and Shakya, 2012; Melzak, 1999). 

The principal push factor for families 
in this research, all affected by war and 
hostilities in Syria and Iraq, was to protect 
their children by providing a safe environ-
ment and enable education and stability. 
Their experiences during and after asylum 
procedures in Bulgaria demonstrate various 
vulnerability factors in their parenting and 
family life that outweigh the available re-
silience sources. The protective factors that 
we identified were both environmental like 
children’s continued schooling, work, legal 
entrance to the country as well as children’s 
contact with Bulgarian children and access 
to health services, strong family ties, being 
Christian and NGO support as a significant-
ly available resources. Majority of parents 
referred to safe housing conditions as their 
hopes, while school, employment and sta-
tus were, in turn, all interconnected with 
aspirations to renormalise family life after 
the shattering war experiences.  

However, the vulnerabilities were by far 
greater than these protective resources. It is 
clear that the causes of these vulnerabilities 
are systemic failures i.e. mesofactors like 
long-standing asylum procedures, pressure 
of rejection due to high rejection rates and 
formal shortcomings of the asylum system. 
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Similarly, for refugee parents these involve 
lack of integration support programs result-
ing in poor housing, lack of employment, 
lack of education for children and inabili-
ty to access social protection services. In 
general, the results of this research clearly 
point to direct impact of shortcomings of 
the protection system in Bulgaria on the 
vulnerabilities of parents in exile, while 
resilience factors remain rather random 
and unsystematic. The explications of such 
analysis are offered in further detail below 
by particularly discussing the asylum pro-
cedures and integration programs systemic 
shortcomings.  

Systemic shortcomings in refugee 
protection causing vulnerability
A) Asylum procedures
UNHCR has observed that with the rise 

in number of refugees who arrived to Bul-
garia during 2014-2016, the shortcomings 
of the asylum system have only proliferat-
ed, which has seriously affected the most 
vulnerable groups (UNHCR, 2014a). Our 
group of parents interviewed thus witnessed 
long-standing asylum procedures exerting 
great pressure on their every-day lives es-
pecially affecting active parenting and abil-
ity to plan their future life goals including 
children’s continued education.

In terms of accommodation, the Bulgar-
ian Law on Asylum and Refugees stipulates 
that applicants for international protection 
have the right to accommodation in recep-
tion centres or in alternative arrangement 
while their application is being processed, 
with special consideration to their health 
condition, family and financial status (Law 
on Asylum and Refugees, 2005). The inter-
viewed parents witnessed about the short-
comings of such protective considerations 
in reality. They were rather exposed to 
inhuman and degrading treatment as a re-
sult of the systematic shortcomings during 

processing of asylum applications in the 
reception centre (see even UNHCR, 2014a).

Due to his fact, despite the formal rec-
ognition of asylum right and refugee pro-
tection, in reality, the refugees in Bulgaria 
remain profoundly marginalized. Instead 
of being assisted and supported by means 
of social protection programs, based on a 
comprehensive policy framework for inte-
gration and employment, they remain ex-
cluded from the society. Moreover, it has 
been noted in earlier research and NGO re-
ports that the Ministry of Labour and Social 
Policy in Bulgaria, in fact, does not include 
the refugees on the list of vulnerable groups 
entitled to welfare benefits (Hajdinak, 2011; 
AIDA, 2015b). 

In addition, the Bulgarian authorities 
provide minimal or no financial support to 
refugees who have been granted refugee 
status or who leave reception centres, while 
the European Union limits labour opportu-
nities for refugees who have been granted 
asylum in one member state to work in other 
member states of the EU, which makes the 
refugee experience even more difficult in 
Bulgaria. Even the monthly allowance for 
refugees based on the minimal financial 
assistance of €33.23 per month both for 
children and adults has been declared in-
sufficient for meeting the basic needs (UN-
HCR, 2014, AIDA, 2016). Furthermore, in 
2016 State Agency for Refugees in Bulgaria 
discontinued the minimal monthly allow-
ance to asylum seekers in refugee centres 
(European Council on Refugee and Exiles, 
2016). In view of this and inadequate living 
conditions of asylum seekers in Bulgaria, 
the European Council on Refugees and Ex-
iles continuously calls for termination of 
EU financial assistance to Bulgaria. 

Besides lack of formal social protection 
assistance during the asylum procedures 
and after receiving the status thus result-
ing in ultimate poverty, refugee parents 
frequently encounter language barriers 
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which further impede on their own ability 
to counter the hardships of unemployment, 
lack of access to education for children, lack 
of access to adequate health care and hous-
ing. The vulnerabilities caused by the falla-
cy of the system due to no social protection 
and lack of integration provisions clearly 
have a direct bearing on parenting condi-
tions with a negative outcomes and impact 
on the basic stability of the family in exile.  

B) Lack of integration programmes
According to the official AIDA (2016) 

reports, no integration programs have been 
established so as to ensure successful social 
inclusion of refugees, and the period from 
2014 to 2015 is referred to as “years of zero 
integration”. Two years after the adoption 
of the National Program for the Integra-
tion of Refugees in 2005, the beneficiaries 
of international protection have lost all 
mechanisms of support for integration. As 
evidenced by our research this resulted in 
direct limitations in accessing to basic so-
cial protection rights and reduced a number 
of refugees who expressed the intent to stay 
in Bulgaria to the minimum. The adversities 
and hardships in integration to the Bulgari-
an society as recorded in the accounts of our 
informants stem directly from these legal, 
social, cultural and economic hindrances 
in accessing work, education, health care 
including psychosocial support for endured 
war and refuge traumas.

Majority of parents described lack of 
employment and income as the greatest 
adversity encountered impacting overall 
family life including children’s schooling 
and health care for families. The position 
of the Bulgarian government is that integra-
tion programs should not impose additional 
pressures on the labour market. This trans-
lates into the attitude that refugees should 
be offered employment only in areas with 
labour deficit, such as the textile industry 
or construction. Moreover, the jurisdiction 

over the social integration of refugees is 
still being disputed among the Ministry of 
the Interior and the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Welfare (EESC, 2016). In addition, 
there are no independent bodies charged 
with the development and the implementa-
tion of a clear policy on migration, which 
creates further confusion and uncertainty 
among the refugees, as well as the profes-
sional community and the state administra-
tion (Hajdinak, 2011).

Refugee families, reconstructing their 
lives in Bulgaria, need to acquire sufficient 
language competences to be able to access 
the socio-economic rights like other cit-
izens and integrate in their new environ-
ment. Language barriers and no introduc-
tory language courses or interpreters were 
clearly pointed out as vulnerability. In 2016, 
the Bulgarian authorities received 2 million 
EUR from the EU fund for the implemen-
tation of integration activities over the next 
seven-year period, with vulnerable groups 
as the final beneficiaries of the allocation 
(EESC, 2016). Moreover, unlike Germany, 
Bulgaria has not foreseen the provision of 
language courses, while the investment in 
language training represents the key pre-
requisite for the integration of refugees who 
stay in Bulgaria (EESC, 2016). 

The language barrier represents a com-
mon personal challenge for parents who 
settle in a new community and culture. If 
they experience additional environmental 
constraints of the kind in Bulgaria, it is like-
ly that parents feel demoralized and socially 
isolated (see e.g. Yako and Biswas, 2014).  

Until now, the priorities of the gov-
ernment did not acknowledge the gravity 
of the situation and the emerging need of 
refugees and migrants. In the long run, the 
inadequate legal and institutional frame-
work for the integration of refugees may 
result in their frustrations over the oppres-
sion, alienation and protracted subaltern 
position. At the same time, the prolifera-
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tion of xenophobia among the Bulgarian 
population is growing and deepening the 
marginalization and the social isolation of 
refugees (Hajdinak, 2011).

Implications for service providers 
and practioners
To sum up, the vulnerabilities rooted in 

the disadvantaged socioeconomic position 
of refugee parents in Bulgaria resulting from 
violation of refugees’ protection and basic 
human rights have led to subaltern and dis-
empowering position of refugee families. 
These inhumane and degrading treatments 
as a result of inefficient asylum system that 
frequently violates the rights of refugees, 
both during the asylum procedures and later 
after status recognition hindering full inte-
gration into the host society, have had wide 
implications for the identified vulnerabilities 
of the parents interviewed in this research. 

These results have also implications 
for the helping professions in Bulgaria. 
Here, we would call an attention to men-
tal health practitioners and social workers 
together addressing such gross violations 
through means of methods available for 
psychosocial support drawing from their 
own professional imperatives. Regular psy-
chosocial support to parents significantly 
contributes to helping children in crisis 
situations (Pezerović, Milić-Babić, 2016). 
The importance of family on the one hand, 
and the prevention of recurrent exposure 
to stress and trauma on the other, may be 
observed in the support services to parents 
aimed at the enhancement of their parental 
skills (Norris, Fiedman and Watson, 2002; 
Pezerović and Milić-Babić, 2016). On the 
other hand, benefit of using group counsel-
ling is that it can alleviate the sense of isola-
tion many refugees during the acculturation 
process, and offer a support network within 
the group as well as create a safe place for 
refugee parents in particular (Asner-Seif 
and Feyissa, 2002).  

Finally, as a general recommendation 
we believe that the only way forward is to 
work towards full access to protection rights 
and social inclusion of refugees in Bulgaria. 
Well-structured programs of social protec-
tion, including enhanced mechanisms for 
post-flight adaptation within the reception 
and integration program framework, should 
be immediately addressed by international 
and national non-state actors involved in 
the refugee services in Bulgaria. We further 
recommend the inclusion of social work 
and mental health professions in amelio-
rating stresses of exclusion and advancing 
the integration rights and social position of 
refugee families.
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Sažetak

RODITELJI U EGZILU: IZAZOVI RODITELJSTVA MEĐU
 IZBJEGLICAMA I TRAŽITELJIMA AZILA U BUGARSKOJ

Alma Pezerović
Save the Children International

Hrvatska

Marina Milić Babić
Studijski centar socijalnog rada

Pravni fakultet Sveučilišta u Zagrebu
Zagreb, Hrvatska

Selma Porobić
Palacký University Olomouc

Olomouc, Czech Republic

Cilj: U radu se analiziraju iskustva roditelja izbjeglica s ciljem prikazivanja izazova 
roditeljstva tijekom i nakon traženja azila u Bugarskoj – zemlje smještene na dnu ljestvice 
odobravanja zahtjeva za azil u Europi. Metode: Kvalitativno istraživanje putem polustruk-
turiranih intervjua s osam roditelja podrijetlom iz Iraka, Sirije i Palestine provedeno je ti-
jekom tromjesečnog razdoblja u 2016. godini. Rezultati: Provedeno empirijsko istraživanje 
pokazalo je da proceduralni nedostatci u sustavu zaštite izbjeglica u Bugarskoj uzrokuju 
težak psihosocijalni stres obiteljima, jer čimbenici kao što su spori i manjkavi postupci 
vezani uz dobivanje azila, nedovoljna razina socijalne zaštite i nedostatak integracijskih 
programa imaju izravan učinak na obiteljski život, roditeljstvo i dobrobit djeteta. Raspra-
va: Ovi rezultati ukazuju na jasnu potrebu za poboljšanjem u ostvarivanju prava na azil i 
kasnijoj integraciji izbjeglica u Bugarskoj. Rezultati isto tako traže sustavni pristup kojim 
bi se prava izbjeglica poštivala u potpunosti i kojim bi se ispravno pristupilo liminalnom 
položaju roditelja izbjeglica. Nadalje preporučamo intervencije profesija socijalnog rada 
i mentalnog zdravlja kako bi se ublažio postojeći stres povezan s isključenošću i margina-
lizacijom izbjegličkih obitelji u cilju promicanja njihovih integracijskih prava.

Ključne riječi: zaštita izbjeglica, pravo na azil, integracija, izbjegličke obitelji, roditelj-
stvo u egzilu, psihosocijalna podrška
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