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Who are We?
Applied Research and Communications Fund and Association Parents work to 
improve the digital and media literacy of children and promote positive, safe and 
responsible use of Internet and mobile technologies since 2005.

The two organisations coordinate the Bulgarian Safer Internet Centre, which 
is a member of the European Network of Safer Internet Centres Insafe and the 
International Association of Internet Hotlines INHOPE.

The Centre receives signals about illegal and harmful for children content and 
conduct in Internet. The Centre’s consultants can provide advice on any problem 
related to minors and their use of Internet. Both services are free of charge and are 
available through the Centre’s website www.Safenet.bg.

More information about the work of the Bulgarian Safer Internet Centre can be 
found on www.Safenet.bg.



3

INTRODUCTION
Sexual behaviour and popularity among peerS
Since an early age, children seek to obtain popularity among their peers – they 
strive for attention, approval and more friendships. Growing up, they find having 
popularity among their classmates and friends much more attractive than having 
the approval of their parents. In order to fit in, teenagers boldly test the limits of 
what is considered acceptable and defy the norms set by their parents and teachers. 
By doing so, they reach for their own values and norms. As children are exposed 
to advertisements, pictures, video clips and other media content showing that 
“sex sells,” they start to see sexualised behaviour as something normal and worth 
doing and with their growing up they adopt more and more provocative forms of 
behaviour. A great deal of the online content produced by them and their peers only 
reaffirms the impression that sexually provocative behaviour brings on prestige and 
popularity.. 

What iS early SexualiSation
Sexualisation is a natural process during which young people become emotionally, 
psychologically and physically mature in the sphere of intimate relations.

Early sexualisation occurs when boys and girls are prematurely exposed to sexual 
information and openly sexual behaviour, which means ahead of their own 
psychological and physical maturity and ability to completely understand the 
essence and implications of such behaviour.

Early sexualisation can take different forms. Here are some examples:

• Dolls representing popular exemplary models of attractiveness and erotic appeal;

• Children’s games and films with erotic or sexual allusions;

• Children’s blouses and t-shirts with inappropriate pictures or signs such as “Flirt” 
or “Sexy”;

• Children’s clothes which are transparent or with a low neck

• Children wearing make-up or nail polish in colours, which are sexually provoking 
and suitable for grownup women;

• Children wearing artificial eye lashes or hair extensions to make them more 
sexually appealing;

• Children wearing black or lace underwear or padded underwear which tries to 
accentuate their sexuality;
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• Encouraging sexual behaviour in children, for example flirting or posing to look 
sexually attractive;

• Pictures and video clips in which children are presented as desirable sexual objects 
by assuming sexually provocative poses, which underscore body parts considered 
sexually appealing  (mouth, breasts, bottom);

Early sexualisation interferes with the naturally occurring sexual maturation of the 
children and it causes many development problems.

Excessive sexualised behaviour may be a signal that the child is a victim of 
sexual abuse. If you have any suspicions that a child is a victim of sexual abuse, 
inform the Agency for Child Protection or call the Child helpline 116 111. If a 
child abuse case occurs on Internet, report to SafeNet.bg or call 124 123 

the influence of internet and Social netWorkS 
on children’S early SexualiSation
Nowadays, children are exposed to sexual information from a very early age. TV 
adverts and series, billboards, newspapers, magazines and Internet are full of 
images representing men and women as objects of sexual desire. The amount of 
erotic materials and pornographic images online is ever growing and it is often easily 
accessible to children. Since the topic of sex sparks interest in children and since 
this topic is often not adequately and openly discussed with trusted adults, children 
seek for information from alternative sources, which are easy to find. Unfortunately, 
this information is often aimed at more mature audiences and it instils in children 
unrealistic and distorted notions of sexual life, as it is the case with pornographic 
materials, which are easily accessible on Internet.

The social networks and the young people’s desire to receive a lot of likes and 
comments on their profile pages create a pressure, which makes boys and girls more 
likely to publish provocative and even scandalous pictures, video clips and texts. The 
formation of a sexual self-image plays an important role in young people’s sexual 
development. By creating their image in the social networks, the girls and boys try to 
meet the distorted standards of attractiveness which are widely popular. When young 
people compete for their peers’ positive feedback in terms of number of likes or 
positive comments, they actually try to overcome the typical of their age insecurities 
regarding themselves and their own bodies. 

Unfortunately, the widely spread beauty standards are non-realistic and even 
unattainable, which is a fact difficult to be accepted by the adolescents, who try to 
achieve them by all means. The popular mass media often insinuate that the value 
of a person depends on his or her attractiveness, which prompts youngsters to 
present themselves online as sexually appealing. It is an unwritten social networks’ 
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rule that provocations win more likes and comments. The more is shown in a picture 
or a video clip, the quicker they spread, and this fact raises the young people’s self-
esteem, making them believe, in most cases wrongly, that this situation enhances 
their reputation among their peers.

In fact, sexually provocative posts may diminish the young person’s reputation and 
may marginalise him or her in the eyes of part of their peers, and finally may create 
problems with the adults around them. It is very often the case, especially among the 
peers of the boy or the girl in question, that they are considered entirely responsible 
for the spreading of their intimate images and for the following improper remarks and 
comments; in fact, these boys and girls are more than often misled by the sexualised 
content of modern media. All this can have a profound negative psychological impact 
on the very young and immature person and can ruin his or her self-esteem.

Another risk related to the publication of openly sexual content is the risk of drawing 
unwanted attention from pedophiles and other bad-intended Internet users. In order 
to trick a child into a situation involving sexual abuse, they often use the strategy of 
identifying and finding profiles with provocative pictures, nicknames or statuses, 
because they are a sign that the child is a risk taker. In the recent years, Internet has 
also become a place for finding and recruiting victims of human trafficking and sexual 
exploitation.

reSearch findingS
According to a survey carried out by the Applied Research and Communications 
Fund, almost half of the boys and girls in the teenage group (45%) have been victims of 
online intimate partner violence.  These cases include insults and threats received on 
the phone, derogatory posts that can be seen by other people, control and stalking 
on social networks and applications. In half of the cases this had some negative 
impact. However, it is often the case that some young people take this situation to 
be a positive sign of showing interest or attention on the side of their partner. For 
instance, Maria, 17, is more than clear that ‘If he insults me when we are alone, I might 
feel offended, but if he insults me in front of so many people on Internet, where even 
my mother or father can find out about it accidentally, although they do not have 
Facebook profiles, well, in this case it will be much worse.’

Sending sexually provocative pictures, a phenomenon known as sexting, is another 
aspect of the intimate relations between teenagers, which can lead to abuse. In 
Bulgaria, 28% of the youngsters have sent sexual messages and 35% have received 
such content is motivated by the sender’s desire to be attractive in the eyes of the 
opposite sex, and therefore it does not bear negative effects. However, 1 in 10 
pictures is either shared with other people or posted online, which results in negative 
consequences, especially for the girls involved. Regarding this situation, Sonia, 17, 
says, ‘I think it has happened to many of my girlfriends who send (naked photos) and 
then he sends them further to somebody else. Most probably, they send them further 
to a friend, they don’t share them out. Boys are generally meaner than girls, I think.’
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Online cases of intimate partner violence are rarely happening in isolation. Very often 
it is linked to emotional, physical and sometimes to sexual violence. For example, the 
comments and likes received in the social networks lead to real conflicts between the 
partners, including arguments, insults and physical abuse.

A great deal of the young people respond that they do not seek help when faced 
with such a problem. For example, if their picture has been shared with other people 
or posted on Internet by their partner, 51% of respondents mention it to nobody, 
40% discuss it with a friend, and only 6% discuss the problem with an adult (parents, 
teachers or other professionals). These findings demonstrate that the measures to 
reduce violence should involve raising young people’s awareness of the problem and 
providing them with better chances to deal with it, including receiving experts’ help 
and advice.  

One of the risk factors inducing violence against girls is the exposure to pornographic 
materials. Although there is no straightforward cause-and-effect link, the regular 
watching of pornographic content by the boys points to a greater risk of sexual 
violence against their partners. In Bulgaria 44% of the boys and 8% of the girls admit 
to regularly watching porno online. 

PREVENTIVE WORK WITH CHILDREN THROUGH AN 
INTERACTIVE LESSON

The lesson plan rests upon the assumption that any class of students is a community, 
which has its own dynamics and which includes members that are able to help each 
other. The community is built upon the active participation and involvement of all its 
members. 

The topic of online popularity is exceptionally important for the formation of healthy 
notions about successful strategies for attaining popularity at school and in Internet. 
It is suitable for students of all ages, as teachers can adapt the lesson according to 
their students’ age. 
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preparation
 

➤   Arrange the chairs in the room in a circleг 

The arrangement in which the children sit facing each other has some 
unquestionable advantages, but it can also lead to undesired consequences. 
It is important that you keep in mind that the risks can be managed. 

The circle allows the children and young people to see each other and 
therefore it stimulates equipollent and spontaneous communication 
among them. Communication gives them energy, which is beneficial for the 
work process, but it needs to be managed, so that all participants are involved 
in the common class activity and that their active participation is encouraged. 
Trust in the group is much bigger, when all participants are able to see each 
other’s faces. 

Shyness or uneasiness could restrain some children from taking their place in 
the circle. First, try to invite them to join the others and be a part of the group. 
If the resistance is significant, provide them with a possibility to join later at 
any moment they find convenient. Assure the child that you want him/her in 
the circle, but the decision whether to join or not is theirs, as long as they do 
not interfere with the process, which is taking place within the circle.  

➤   Materials

✓   Lesson plan.

✓    A huge piece of paper, large enough to draw a human silhouette on it. This 
paper will probably be displayed in the classroom after the lesson.

✓   Coloured marker pens / pencils or colourful sticky notes

➤   How much time is needed to prepare for the lesson? You will need some 
time to get acquainted with the lesson plan and to adapt it to the context of 
your class. Room preparation takes about 10 minutes. It is best if you ask the 
pupils to help with the moving of the chairs, as it is beneficial for the children 
and youth if they share the responsibility for the space to feel it like their own..



8

leSSon plan / 40 minuteS

Activity 

Duration

Introduction to 

the topic

5 minutes

Introductory  

exercise

6-7 minutes

Main  

exercise

20 minutes

Activity  

description

Brainstorming: The teacher writes the word 
“POPULAR” on the board and asks the pupils what 
associations they make with this word. He/she guides 
them to name popular people and what they have 
done to become famous or popular.

The teacher writes down all suggestions without 
commenting them. Clarifications and explanations can 
be given to direct the children to focus on the task.

Discussion: What does it mean to be popular in real 
life? And what does it mean to be popular in Internet? 
Are there any differences / similarities? Which are they?

After the discussion, the teacher writes down the main 
conclusions on the board.

Work in groups: 

1. The class is randomly divided into two groups (2 
minutes), but make sure that children of both genders 
are represented in each group. The task of Group A is 
to discuss what makes girls popular in Internet, and of 
Group B – what makes boys popular.
Each group receives a large sheet of paper / cardboard 
(it should be the size of a child / young person). A 
volunteer from each group lies down on the paper, 
and another volunteer draws his/her silhouette on it. 
You can introduce a rule that only a child of the same 
gender can do the drawing.   
Both groups write a list of practices (actions) that make 
respectively boys and girls popular online (8 minutes). 
They use a different part of human body as a starting 
point.
• Eyes – What kind of photos attract likes/comments?
• Mouth – What kind of comments attract likes/
comments?
• Ears – Which video clips attract likes/comments?
• Heart – How do young people feel when they are 
popular?
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Main  

exercise

20 minutes

Closure of the topic 

and conclusion

5 minutes

Exercise “Thermometer”

The teacher draws a thermometer on the board or 
on a large sheet of paper. The pupils mark on the 
thermometer with a point how much they liked the 
topic and the lesson.

If anyone wants, they can use the remaining time to 
share ideas or thoughts they had during the lesson 
about their own behaviour.

• Arms – What do the popular people (“the cool kids”) 
do online?
• Legs – Which websites / applications / places do 
popular people visit?
The teacher draws a human body silhouette on the 
board and writes the questions next to the respective 
parts of the body, so that pupils can use them as 
guidance during the group work. 
Each practice is written down on a separate sticky 
note and placed on the large sheet with the silhouette, 
or is written with a marker directly on it, next to the 
respective body part, but only on its left side. 
2. Once the pupils have finished, the teacher gives 
them time to move to the right side all practices / 
actions, which can be harmful (3 minutes). If practices 
are written on sticky notes, they move the notes. If they 
are written directly on the large paper, they cross them 
over and write them again on the right side.
 
3. Each group gives feedback on their work (7 minutes). 
The teacher can highlight some main aspects during 
the groups’ presentations:
• Stereotypes about what is harmful for boys and 
what is harmful for girls.
• Which conduct is harmful and why.
• How harmful practices influence the efforts to attain 
popularity.
• Which are the reasons for such behaviour.

Activity 

Duration

Activity  

description



10

HOW TO DISCUSS THE TOPIC OF SEXUALISATION?

Avoid focusing on the negative consequences – the information you 
provide should be reliable, coherent and based on the teenagers’ real 
experiences in the social networks.

Spread the idea that sexting (sending messages with sexual content) is 
not а normative activity – among the young people there is the real risk of 
accepting sexting and sexually provocative behaviour as something normal.

Teach the youngsters how to recognise the healthy relationships with 
the opposite sex and how to resist the pressure to send sexual images 
and messages – sexting is usually harmful when the sender has been under 
pressure to do it.

Talk about the gender norms – most often it is the girls who are accused of 
being provocative when in fact they are the victims of the whole information 
and media environment.

Help the young people recognise the ethical aspects of sexting – digital 
communication may interfere with experiencing genuine empathy and may 
lead to stereotypical reactions.
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WHAT DO THE TEACHERS THINK OF THIS 
METHODOLOGY?

The quotes are taken from teachers, who took part in the competition ‘Teacher-
leader in the virtual space,’ 2015 through using the outlined above lesson plan in 
their classroom.

” School is the best place to start a conversation about Internet as an inseparable 
part of young people’s life. Of great importance is the role of the teacher, because 
they educate the children not only about the specific subjects they teach but also 
about life experiences and critical thinking. Internet is a sphere where children 
are usually thought to have better abilities than many adults. In fact, children and 
youngsters need to have not only technical but also social knowledge and skills 
in order to take full advantage of the net without finding themselves in trouble. 
Personally, I am quite satisfied with how the lesson turned out and with the 
children’s reactions to it. They liked to discuss how they use their sexuality and 
use it to communicate with their peers. They volunteered to make presentations 
on the topic, which I was pleased with, because it was a sign of their interest and 
involvement. At the end of the lesson they especially liked the fact that they were 
given the opportunity to evaluate the lesson and they were literally competing to be 
the first to stick the paper with their mark.“
Totka G., IT teacher

” The students’ discussion was open, honest and relaxed, they gave a lot of 
examples. I used multimedia with a drawing of the human silhouette with the 
questions the students had to discuss. At the end of the lesson when they were 
asked to decide on the temperature of the discussion, they unanimously chose 
the top of the scale – 50 degrees C. On the whole, I can say that the lesson was 
emotionally charged, with quick exchanges at times.“
Krassimira N., head teacher 

” The classroom is the ideal place to discuss what our students do in Internet 
in their free time, the things they share or like, the things that make them popular. 
There was an interest in the topic and they are going to talk about the issue with 
their parents as well.“ 
Stefka N., head teacher

” We talked about issues which the students had not given enough consideration 
to before the lesson, including the risks of behaving provocatively in Internet. The 
atmosphere was relaxed, everybody felt equal and important. They felt encouraged 
to think and be active. We created posters, which will be used in our biology lessons 
dedicated to puberty and the health issues associated with it.“
Velichka K., Biology teacher
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