
 

   

WHO report on health behaviours of 11–15-year-olds in Europe 
reveals Bulgarian adolescents are on the first places on smoking, 
alcohol and cannabis use and early start of sexual life 

“Spotlight on Adolescent Health and well-being”, published today by WHO Regional Office for Europe, 

compiles extensive data on the physical health, social relationships and mental well-being of 227 441 

schoolchildren aged 11, 13 and 15, from 45 countries.   

The report presents the findings from the Health Behaviour in School-aged Children (HBSC) survey, which 

is undertaken every four years, and in Bulgaria is led by Assoc. Prof. Lidiya Vasileva, PhD, Institute for 

Population and Human Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences. 

One of the most important results for Bulgarian adolescents, revealed by the report, is that they are on 

the first places on smoking, alcohol and cannabis use and early start of sexual life. Other worrying results 

are that Bulgarian students are in the last place in terms of support they feel from their family, and in 

one of the last places in terms of perceived support from their friends. 

Specifically, Bulgarian adolescents aged 11 and 15 rank first, and 13-year-olds rank second on smoking in 

the last 30 days among the 45 participating countries. The number of 11-year-olds who smoked in the 

last 30 days was 9%, and their proportion reached 26% among 15-year-old boys and 38% among 15-

year-old girls. 

In terms of alcohol consumption in the last 30 days, Bulgarian adolescents aged 11 and 13 rank first, and 

15-year-olds rank sixth. Usage varies from 13% in 11-year-olds to 53% in 15-year-olds. 28.9% of students 

drink regularly - every day or once a week, which is a significant increase compared to 2014, when this 

percentage was 16.4%.  

Also, Bulgarian adolescents aged 11 and 13 rank first, and 15-year-olds rank second in terms of 

drunkenness in the last 30 days. 9% of 11-year-olds, 13% of 13-year-olds and 28% of 15-year-olds got 

drunk. There is an increase in drunkenness compared to 2014 among 11-year-olds and girls. 

Cannabis use is studied only in 15-year-old adolescents, with Bulgaria ranking first with 19% for boys and 

16% for girls. There is an increase compared to 2014, when 11% of adolescents used cannabis. 

Bulgaria ranks second among 15-year-olds who have had sex, with 37% for boys and 25% for girls. 



 

Bulgarian adolescents rank last in terms of support they feel they receive from their family, with the 

percentage varying between 32-46% depending on gender and age. There is a significant decrease in 

this indicator compared to 2014, when its values varied between 55-63%. In terms of the support that 

young people feel they receive from their friends, Bulgaria ranks second-to-last among 11-year-olds and 

third-to-last among 13- and 15-year-olds. Only 34-45% of adolescents feel strong support, and there is a 

significant decrease in this indicator compared to 2014, when its values varied between 44% and 63%. 

"The alarming picture of risky behaviors shows that they are a complex of unhealthy habits among 

Bulgarian adolescents. This requires a new comprehensive approach in health prevention and 

promotion programs, which should address the overall impact on adolescents' attitudes towards 

health”, said Assoc. Prof. Lidiya Vasileva, Principal Investigator for the HBSC study in Bulgaria. 

 

Other important results in Bulgaria 

Mental health and well-being, which has been highlighted as a leading problem in the European region, 

is showing worrying results in Bulgaria as well. According to the indicator “two or more health 

complaints more than once a week” Bulgarian adolescents aged 15 rank second, 11-year-olds rank 

fourth, and 13-year-olds rank eighth. Multiple health complaints range from 40% in 11-year-olds to 57% 

in 15-year-olds. There is an increase in multiple health complaints compared to 2014, due to their 

significant increase in boys. The most common complaints among Bulgarian adolescents are 

nervousness, irritability, and headaches. 

Also, there is an increase in school-related stress compared to 2014, with 11-year-olds feeling stressed 

by school obligations being 30%, and 15% year-olds - 45%. 

In terms of nutrition, daily consumption of sweets and soft drinks containing sugar also ranks Bulgarian 

adolescents among the leading countries, with 11-year-olds ranking third and second, respectively. 31-

41% of students consume sweets every day, and 23-31% consume soft drinks every day. Compared to 

2014, however, there is a significant decrease in unhealthy eating practices, when their prevalence was 

37-50% and 30-41%, respectively. 

Only 25% of 11-year-olds and 20% of 15-year-olds are enough physically active every day. The levels of 

total daily physical activity decreased compared to 2014, which is due to their significant decrease in 

boys. 

 

Mental health and well-being across the region is a leading concern 

The report shows that overall mental well-being declines as children grow older, with girls particularly at 

risk of having poor mental well-being outcomes compared to boys. Across the 45 countries in the report, 

one in four adolescents report feeling nervous, feeling irritable or having difficulties getting to sleep at 

least once a week. 



 

“That increasing numbers of boys and girls across the European Region are reporting poor mental health 

– feeling low, nervous or irritable – is a concern for us all,” says Dr Hans Henri P. Kluge, WHO Regional 

Director for Europe. “How we respond to this growing problem will echo for generations. Investing in 

young people by, for example, ensuring they have easy access to mental health services appropriate to 

their needs, will buy a triple dividend: bringing health, social and economic gains to today’s adolescents, 

tomorrow’s adults and future generations,” he added. 

In around a third of countries, the report revealed a rise in adolescents feeling pressured by schoolwork 

and a decline in young people reporting to like school, compared with 2014. In most countries school 

experience worsens with age, with school satisfaction and adolescents’ perception of support from and 

classmates declining as schoolwork pressure increases. 

“It is worrying to see that adolescents are telling us that all is not well with their mental well-being, and 

we must take this message seriously, as good mental health is an essential part of healthy adolescence,” 

said Dr Jo Inchley, HBSC International Coordinator, University of Glasgow. 

 

The international picture 

Spotlight on adolescent health and well-being reveals a number of important findings, including: 

● Fewer than 1 in 5 adolescents meet the WHO recommendations for physical activity – levels 

have declined in around one third of countries since 2014, especially among boys. Participation 

remains particularly low for girls and older adolescents. 

● Most adolescents are failing to meet current nutritional recommendations, undermining their 

capacity for healthy development. Around 2 out of 3 adolescents do not eat enough nutrient-

rich foods, with 1 in 4 eating sweets and 1 in 6 consuming sugary drinks every day. 

● Levels of overweight and obesity have risen since 2014, and now affect 1 in 5 young people, 

with higher levels among boys and younger adolescents; 1 in 4 adolescents perceive themselves 

as too fat, especially girls. 

● Drinking and smoking have continued to decline, but the number of current alcohol and tobacco 

users remains high among 15-year-olds, with alcohol the most commonly used substance. One 

in five 15-year-olds (20%) have been drunk twice or more in their lifetime, and almost 1 in 7 

(15%) had been drunk in the last 30 days. 

● Risky sexual behaviour: 1 in 4 adolescents who have sex are having unprotected sex. At age 15, 1 

in 4 boys (24%) and 1 in 7 girls (14%) report having had sexual intercourse. 

As the latest HBSC study, featuring findings from 2017/2018, is released, the world is grappling with the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The next study, which will feature findings from 2021/2022, will therefore reflect 

the impact of the pandemic on the lives of young people. 



 

“The broad range of issues covered by the HBSC study give important insights into adolescent’s lives 

today and should also provide us with a useful baseline to measure the impact of COVID-19 on 

adolescence when the findings from the next study emerge in 2022,” said Martin Weber, Programme 

Manager for Child and Adolescent Health, WHO Regional Office for Europe. “The data will enable us to 

measure how prolonged school closures and community lockdowns have affected young people’s social 

interactions, and physical and mental well-being.”  

 

Report links 

Volume 1: Key findings is available at www.euro.who.int/en/hbsc-spotlight-vol1 

Volume 2: Key data is available at www.euro.who.int/en/hbsc-spotlight-vol2 
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About the HBSC study 

The HBSC study has tracked the experiences of young people for over 35 years, and is an essential tool 

in identifying progress across a wide number of health and social indicators, and for highlighting areas of 

concern that may require concerted policy action and practical interventions. 

HBSC data are used at national, regional and international levels to gain new insights into adolescent 

health and well-being, in understanding the social determinants of health and to inform policy and 

practice to improve the lives of young people across the European Region and in Canada. 

The HBSC International Coordinating Centre is based at the University of Glasgow, United Kingdom. 

Further details about the study and participating countries are available at www.hbsc.org. 
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