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Abstract
Objective – To explore Croatian primipara mothers’ attitudes toward strict-authoritarian parenting style and to analyze if there 
are any maternal factors, more specifically age, education and place of residence that could be linked to mothers’ attitudes toward 
different statements reflecting abusive behavior toward children and statements reflecting safety behavior toward children. Materi-
als and Methods – A cross-sectional study was carried out at the maternity ward of the Clinical Hospital Center Zagreb, Clinic 
for Women’s Diseases and Obstetrics in Zagreb, Croatia. A specially designed anonymous questionnaire served as a research tool 
for this study that included 284 Croatian primipara mothers. Results – This study showed that younger age, lower level of educa-
tion and residence of mothers in less urbanized areas are related to more positive attitudes toward authoritarian parenting style 
and abusive behavior. Conclusion − The aforementioned group of mothers is one of the priority groups for conducting primary 
intervention for preventing child abuse. In this sense, primary prevention should be carried out with future parents before they 
have their own children so that they can understand the problem, gain the necessary knowledge, accept attitudes that disapprove 
of child abuse and behave in this way in their lives. The economic, social and moral support of the whole society is a significant 
factor in this matter.
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Introduction

The problem of child abuse and child neglect is em-
bedded into foundations and values of modern so-
ciety. Numerous actors in the society are continually 
working on the reduction of child abuse and child 
neglect, nevertheless, we often witness reports on 
extreme cases of child abuse where children become 
victims of parents, relatives, friends or strangers (1).

According to Center for disease control and pre-
vention (CDC), child abuse is any act or lack of 
action of a parent or a guardian that results in dam-
age, potential damage or hazard for the child (2, 
3). Consequences of child abuse are numerous and 
complex. Direct consequences of child abuse may 

include death of a child, physical injuries in dif-
ferent forms: bruises, skin lacerations, burns, bone 
fractures, brain hemorrhage, brain contusions etc., 
emotional consequences such as feeling unloved, 
rejected, damaged relationship with the guardians, 
fear, anxiety, dissociation, insecurity, shame, guilt, 
low self-esteem, etc. (4). Children suffering abuse 
have health burdens. Recent research indicates that 
chronic degenerative diseases such as hypertension, 
diabetes type 2, ischemic heart disease, chronic lung 
disease, irritable bowel syndrome and malignant 
tumors may be connected to abuse during child-
hood. As possible explanation, it is suggested that 
persons that experienced abuse during childhood 
more often develop habits and life-styles associated 
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with higher risks, such as smoking, unhealthy diet 
and alcohol abuse (5), but also damages to the im-
mune system as a direct consequence of abuse can 
have effects on health many years after the abuse 
had happened. Psychiatric problems are also more 
often, such as depression, anxiety, suicide attempts, 
drug abuse, aggression and cognitive impairments 
(6, 7). Social health of a child is also affected by 
the abuse. Consequences of child abuse affect the 
whole family and society. Social and economic con-
sequences of child abuse affect community directly 
through different forms of antisocial, delinquent, 
and criminal behavior of an abused child, leading 
to medical cost of different educational and social 
institutions. Long-term effects of child abuse are as-
sociated with the loss of productivity, quality of life 
and early death of abused victims (6).

There are four different parenting styles: per-
missive, authoritarian, authoritative and neglect-
ing style (8 -10). In a permissive parenting style, 
a parent has little demands toward a child and 
gives it a great freedom. Permissive parent accepts 
a child’s wishes and actions without punishment. 
Authoritarian parenting style is characterized by 
great demands and surveillance over a child while 
trying to form a child according to certain rules. 
Authoritarian parents show little love and affec-
tion. Authoritative parenting style sets boundaries 
and ensures surveillance, but also shows affection, 
understanding and creates a dialog with a child 
(8 - 10). Children of permissive parents have high 
self-esteem, problematic behavior and low school 
achievement. Children of authoritarian parents 
have average school achievement, but are less social-
ly competent, they have low self-esteem and more 
often suffer from depression compared to children 
of permissive parents (11). Children of authorita-
tive parents have better school achievements, better 
social behavior and personal satisfaction. Children 
of neglecting parents have lowest achievements in 
every area (12). These children can have cognitive 
and social impairments, as well as lack of empathy 
for others (13). Generally, authoritative parent-
ing style is considered protective and leads to the 
best outcomes for children (14, 15). Authoritarian 

and permissive parenting styles are considered dys-
functional (15). Studies showed that authoritarian 
parenting style was related to parent-child aggres-
sion and child abuse potential (15, 16). Supportive 
and authoritative parents were negatively associated 
with children victimization (17). Authoritative par-
enting was associated with lower risk of all types 
of child abuse (15). Parenting styles, both positive 
and negative, are transferred over generations (18). 
However, most of the parents who were victims 
of child abuse do not abuse their children, which 
shows that intergenerational transfer of abuse can 
be terminated (19).

In the light of current knowledge, the aims of 
the study were to determine the attitudes of moth-
ers of firstborn children toward the authoritarian 
parenting style; to determine mothers’ attitudes to-
wards different claims related to child abuse and ne-
glect; to determine mothers’ attitude toward claims 
related to safety behavior and secure up-bringing of 
children; and to analyze how age, education level 
and place of residence affect mothers’ attitudes.

Methods

This cross-sectional study was conducted in the pe-
riod from April to December of 2008 at the ma-
ternity ward of Clinical Hospital Centre Zagreb, 
Clinic for women’s diseases and obstetrics, Zagreb, 
Croatia. In this period, there were 370 mothers 
with their first childbirth. Of those, 284 agreed 
to participate in the study. Therefore, the response 
rate was 76.8% (284/370).

Participants

The participants in the study were mothers of first-
born children who were asked to participate in the 
study during the first three days at the maternity 
ward. Two students of the 6th year of medicine ap-
proached the mothers, informed them about the 
study, gave them the questionnaire, and collected 
the filled-out questionnaires afterwards. All partici-
pants signed an informed consent. The study was 
approved by the Ethical Committee of the School 
of Medicine at University in Zagreb.
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Questionnaire

Questionnaire used in this study comprised 40 
questions aiming to determine knowledge, atti-
tudes, and behavior of parents of preschool chil-
dren in order to prevent accidents and to increase 
child safety of preschool children. The research was 
conducted as a part of the project of the Ministry 
of Science, education and sports “Prevention of 
accidents and increase of child safety in preschool 
children” (108-1081871-1895). For the purpose of 
this study, only 12 out of 40 questions that were 
related to the investigated attitudes of mothers of 
firstborn children were analyzed. Questions are 
listed in Table 1 in the Results section.

Statistical Analyses

Distribution of frequencies of investigated variables 
was described using descriptive statistics. All vari-
ables were tested for normality of distribution us-
ing Shapiro-Wilkinson’s test. Since the sample was 
not distributed normally, differences between the 
groups were determined by using Mann-Whitney 
U test. Statistical difference was set at P<0.05. 

Statistical software SPSS for Windows, version 
13.0 was used (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA).

Results

According to age, the participants were divided 
into 3 groups: young (17 to 24 years) with 29.8% 
of the participants, middle aged (25 to 29 years) 
with 37.9% of the participants and older group (30 
and more years) with 32.3% of the participants. 
According to education level, the participants were 
divided into groups according to the highest com-
pleted education: primary (1.4% of the partici-
pants), secondary (54.3% of the participants) and 
university education (44.3% of the participants). 
According to the place of residence, 79.1% of the 
participants were from the capital city of Zagreb 
and its suburbia and they were categorized as a 
highly urban group. All other participants were cat-
egorized as less urban since they were from smaller 
towns and villages gravitating to the city of Zagreb.

Table 1 shows attitudes of mothers toward au-
thoritarian parenting style according to different 
claims regarding child abuse and neglect, and claims 
regarding safety behavior and secure upbringing.

Table 1. Attitudes of Mothers of Firstborns toward of Parenting Style and Child Abuse

Statement N*
Mothers’ attitudes; N (%)

Agree Indecisive Disagree

A parent always has to be strict and authoritative 278 51 (18.3) 85 (30.6) 142 (51.1)

It is enough to educate one parent regarding child safety 279 6 (2.1) 5 (1.8) 268 (96.1)

Avoiding obligate vaccination is a form of child neglect 280 247 (88.2) 23 (8.2) 10 (3.6)

Older child in the family should take care for the younger one. 280 42 (15.0) 86 (30.7) 152 (54.3)

A parent can slap a child if he has no other choice 280 14 (5.0) 48 (17.1) 218 (77.9)

An educator/teacher (in a kindergarten/school) can hit a child in order to discipline it 278 8 (2.9) 16 (5.8) 254 (91.3)

If a preschool child is behaving badly while guests are visiting, it needs to be locked in 
another room until guests leav 

279 3 (1.1) 5 (1.8) 271 (97.1)

Some children can only be raised by physical punishment 280 4 (1.4) 14 (5.0) 262 (93.6)

If an infant does not stop crying, shaking it can help 278 7 (2.5) 25 (9.0) 246 (88.5)

Children fighting in a kindergarten should not be stopped as they are preparing for life that 
way

280 1 (0.4) 25 (8.9) 254 (90.7)

Small amounts of alcohol are not harmful for a preschool child 278 1 (0.4) 5 (1.8) 272 (97.8)

Weapon in a family is not dangerous for a preschool child because it does not know how and 
is not able to operate with it

279 7 (2.5) 2 (0.7) 270 (96.8)

*Number of mothers that answered.
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Comparison between the groups according to 
age showed that middle-aged mothers were more 
permissive in their parenting (P=0.036). Compar-
ing young and older mothers showed that older 
mothers were more permissive (P=0.003), while 
young mothers were more strict in parenting. 
There were no differences between middle-aged

mothers and older ones (P=0.162). When con-
sidering education level, mothers with primary and 
secondary education had similar attitudes toward 
children upbringing (P=0.237). Mothers with 
university education reported a more permissive 
parenting style (P=0.001). Mothers from highly 
urbanized areas such as the city of Zagreb and its 
suburbia were less strict in parenting than mothers 
from less urbanized areas (P=0.032).

Discussion

The study showed that mothers’ age, education 
level and place of residence are associated with dif-
ferent attitudes toward parenting styles and child 
safety measures. Younger mothers expressed more 
positive attitudes toward authoritarian parenting. 
Similar to this study, other research showed that 
lower maternal age predicted harsher and less sup-
portive parenting (20). Although older mothers 
usually have higher education and higher income 
(21), even after accounting for other socioeconom-
ic factors, mothers’ older age was positively associ-
ated with warmth and sensitivity towards children 
(22). However, there are studies that found no dif-
ferences in positive-interaction parenting between 
mothers of a different age (20).

Other studies found higher education levels of 
mothers to be associated with positive-interaction 
parenting as they have a better understanding of 
the influence of parenting on social and cognitive 
development of children (20). Similarly, mothers 
with university education in this study showed less 
positive attitudes toward authoritarian parenting.

Previous research is inconsistent with regard to 
place of residence and parenting styles (23). Further 
research of these associations is required since they 
are not numerous and the matter is complex, i.e. 

one study found that rural communities preferred 
authoritarian parenting style for male children and 
authoritative parenting style for female children, 
while on the other hand, urban communities had 
predominant authoritarian parenting style for fe-
male children (24).

Harsh parenting is often considered condition 
precedent to child maltreatment and is in focus of 
critical prevention and intervention (15).The first 
step in the prevention and management of child 
abuse is to define a problem and to determine the 
risk factors, create strategies of prevention and at 
last to ensure the implementation of those strate-
gies (25). Initiatives should focus on preparations 
for family life and parenting, assisting families with 
guidance and support, informing the community 
through media and increasing child protection 
with consistent implementation of laws (12).

Preparations for family life and parenting in-
clude education of youth before starting a family, 
education of parents and guardians about family 
life and parenting challenges, education on prob-
lem solving and approach to different parenting 
situations. Assistance to families with guidance and 
support can be given in house calls, when child de-
velopment can also be monitored, while in the 
same time parents can be advised and supported 
(26). The public is not aware of tragic consequences 
of improper upbringing. Prevention campaigns and 
education can reach the public through media, but 
also through regular institutional education. Until 
now, only 22 out of 47 European Council member 
states have legally forbidden physical punishment 
of children (27), although physical maltreatment 
behaviors were associated with child abuse poten-
tial (16). In order to implement the laws and to 
punish those who brake it, there has to be a system 
of reporting crimes, and also a public awareness on 
the need to report child abuse. However, this study 
showed that only 77.5% of mothers would report 
to the authorities their suspicion about any child 
abuse, showing that public opinion in Croatia is 
still not at the appropriate level. In cases where pri-
mary prevention has failed, it is important to dis-
cover child abuse as early as possible and to help 
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the child and the whole family. Healthcare work-
ers have significant role in this process. This study 
showed that young mothers with low education 
from less urbanized areas are the priority group for 
primary prevention measures in order to prevent 
child abuse.

The study has several limitations that need to be 
addressed. The study had a relatively small sample 
of mothers with firstborns so obtained results can 
not be interpreted as the reflection of attitudes of all 
mothers in Croatia. Secondly, a high share of moth-
ers from Zagreb and its suburbia and low share of 
mothers from less urbanized areas of Croatia also 
restricts results from being generalized to all Croa-
tian mothers, and indicates that results regarding 
the place of residence should be interpreted with 
caution.

Conclusion

The study showed that in the Republic of Croa-
tia younger age, lower education level and place of 
residence in less urbanized areas are associated with 
higher incidence of answers that reflect authoritar-
ian parenting style and abusive behavior. Hence, 
this group of mothers is one of the priority groups 
for introduction of primary prevention in order to 
prevent child abuse. Primary prevention should 
be conducted with future parents before they have 
children of their own in order for them to under-
stand the problem, obtain appropriate knowledge, 
accept attitudes that disapprove of child abuse and 
to behave in this manner. Economic, social and 
moral support of the whole society play an impor-
tant factor.
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