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SUMMARY

For almost ten years now, Europe has been existing and 
focusing on three main goals — intelligent, sustainable and 
inclusive growth. All resources are organized and mobilized 
to achieve them, but it is more than obvious that education 
and science have a leading role. On the one hand, because 
these goals are a continuation of the paradigm for creation 
of “knowledge- based economy” introduced in 2000, but on the 
other hand, because it is clear that modern technical and tech-
nological development is at such a stage that without science 
and innovation fast growth in development cannot take place. 
Without underestimating other types of growth, the intelligent 
is the one that performs the basic functions of achieving eco-
nomic growth related to innovation, high efficiency, quality, 
productivity and overall sustainable development.

The change of the management business model has been 
widely discussed in the recent years — the one of the country 
as well as that of single structures, sectors and organizations. 
This is a serious intervention for each of these levels as far as 
it requires a strategic transformation to be made. Universities 
are among the institutions, for which the business model trans-
formation (or its establishing) becomes more and more urgent.

The monograph examines the challenges facing higher ed-
ucation related to demographic problems and the quality of 
process management. Free movement and a single educational 
space are changing the attitudes, especially of young people, 
and their choice of where to pursue their education. A change 
in education management is needed to find solutions to deficits 
and to build a model of ‘engaged universities’ in which the 
quality of education is maintained at a level corresponding to 
the social and economic processes.

Special emphasis is put on the differentiated effect on 
higher education institutions, depending on the field in which 
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universities carry out teaching and research activities, as well 
as on the peculiarities of the university business model in the 
changing environment for development of the higher education 
institutions. The challenges of seeking answers to questions 
in terms of their usefulness, efficiency and effectiveness are 
related to a definite and accurate knowledge of these processes 
and their impact on the entire social process in which they take 
place, or, to be more precise, are part of it. The impact of sci-
ence on our development is a process that itself does not need 
to be proven, because its results are obvious to all. Perceiving 
science as something abstract and incomprehensible would rath-
er harm the process of its understanding and evaluating.

The attempts to discuss knowledge sharing as part of the 
Open Science movement include the tasks to briefly analyse 
its historical development and the options for modern imple-
mentation of the open science idea. It discusses the process of 
knowledge sharing as an element of recognition of scientific 
works and part of social development. It seeks a solution to 
the established national and other restrictions for sharing of 
knowledge, as well as its importance in the situation of limit-
ed sharing. In this context, the monograph also discusses the 
process of changes in the higher education system in Bulgaria 
related to the consolidation of Bulgarian universities.

The monograph, on the other side, tries to address the 
changing social processes in the pandemic situation that has 
occurred in Bulgaria and around the world. Possible interpre-
tations of operating in the current critical situation are exam-
ined and a parallel is sought with similar situations in previous 
periods. An attempt is made to partially analyze the emerging 
critical processes in the labour market.

The current crisis with the spread of the COVID 19 viral 
infection once again puts to the test the implemented social pol-
icies in terms of unemployment and employment. Entire sectors 
of the economy are being stagnated and others are limited to 
such a degree that their functioning is minimal. This implies 
active processes of pressure on the existing social system. To 
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what extent it is capable of withstanding these critical process-
es and the extent to which they will occur is yet to be seen, but 
it is clear to all that negative influence is already a fact and it 
will intensify. Despite the fact that the Bulgarian economy has 
been growing in recent years, the progress is quite fragile and 
insignificant in order to compensate for what is happening now.

The study makes a research and analyses the periods of 
crisis situation on the labour market in Bulgaria in the newest 
history of our country. A parallel is made with the measures, 
which were taken in the period of active economic and political 
transformation at the end of the nineties of the past century 
and the transition to market economy and the current crisis 
situation caused by the pandemic COVID-19 state of affairs. 
The prospects for action are analysed as well as the post-crisis 
measures and an attempt to forecast the future action is made.

The monograph analyzes and explores the processes of the 
Bulgarian market currently taking place due to the emergency 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. This work attempts to sys-
tematically analyze the current national employment plan and 
its priorities, as well as to address the possibilities for change in 
a critical situation. It offers alternative options for action, both 
in the direction of the current set of measures and for the finan-
cial resource restructure to provide these measures in the crisis.

The presented research is part of an extensive study which 
analyzes and examines the processes on the Bulgarian mar-
ket that unfold in the emergency situation resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemics. The focus is on the state of the labour 
market before the pandemic crisis and the subsequent chang-
es in the current national employment plan in view of the 
challenges of the situation caused by COVID-19. It proposes 
measures and supports actions for restructuring the financial 
resource for adaptation of the plan to the new challenge to the 
labour market in Bulgaria.

A strategy for higher education has to begin and end 
with quality of higher education process itself, because this 
is the first and main criterion by which we may or may not 
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be included in the world university rankings. The strategy 
started with quantitative parameters and so will end in this 
way — with quantitative results, numerous changes in law, 
etc. Defining the main national priorities is perhaps the most 
essential action in creating a document of this nature and there 
is no way to organize the priorities of any system, even if it is 
the most important for our society.

This analysis makes a research on the real situation as 
a result of the pandemic crisis caused by COVID-19 and looks 
for answers of the lack of appropriate training of the Bul-
garian students for action in times of crisis. Past periods are 
analysed when there was such specialized training and possible 
correlation is searched for in this emergency situation as well 
as the steps taken by the government and those of the whole 
population.

This study represents an attempt to briefly analyse the 
labour market situation in Bulgaria during the pandemic crisis 
and to find a solution to new challenges our education system 
shall face. Through changes in the educational environment 
the authors tried to formulate and define teaching methods, 
organization and management of the values changing process, 
creation of new culture of the school community, emphasis 
on the project- based educational process, increase in students’ 
learning motivation through experience, development of key 
competencies so that learners can meet the requirements of 
the dynamic labour market — the ability to independently gain 
knowledge and planning skills.

This work represents an attempt to define a group of issues 
existing in the Bulgarian higher education system. Summariz-
ing and specifying them is a matter of detailed analysis that 
would explain its low level and opportunities for a change.
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INTRODUCTION

Modern technological development implies an intensive 
transfer of knowledge and skills. The channels of this trans-
fer are different, but there is one major one, and it is the 
one which starts with education. The almost eternal topic for 
the connection between education and business environment/
economics has had its different dimensions during different 
periods of the development of the two systems, but has always 
contained one essence — knowledge and skills acquired in ed-
ucation, which transfer to the jobs in economic subjects. This 
transfer is almost direct at the lower level of technological de-
velopment, because the school basis is sufficient to satisfy the 
needs of the respective technology, equipment, machine. Such 
a “direct” transfer is difficult to achieve in the 21st century. 
This is so due to the accumulated differences in the dynamics 
of development of the two systems. The educational system is 
lagging behind the economical one and is gradually losing its 
ability to satisfy the requirements which are being placed on it. 
Such a tendency is characteristic of all educational systems of 
the modern development of society. Some have quickly created 
effective mechanisms for overcoming this inequality. This pro-
cess continues to accumulate deficits in Bulgaria, regardless of 
the attempts to transfer external models of interaction, which, 
in our opinion, are impossible to be automatically approbated 
and in practice cannot realize the missions of their carriers. 
This creates a particular discomfort in the development of the 
educational system, by limiting the development of the social 
technologies, the social ones in particular. Discussing this is-
sue, it is important to ask the right questions (specific and 
accurate ones) in order for the right answers to be found as 
well — the affected groups (which we can clearly and accurately 
determine and distinguish), the possible models (applicable in 
the dynamically changing environment), a toolkit (contributing 
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to the development of social technologies). An important point 
is to monitor this interaction in order to ensure a corresponding 
analysis and decisions to be made, related to its effectiveness, 
efficiency, sustainability, and flexibility. The importance of the 
controlling mechanism and the ability to accurately account for 
defects in methodology, technology or in the process as a whole, 
would allow for quick and accurate corrective actions. In the 
period of active transformations in the last thirty years, the 
evaluation mechanisms are mostly follow-up, and if there are 
such that are throughout the whole impact process, then the 
corrective actions are with low effectiveness or are after the 
end of the monitoring. It is not particularly acceptable to make 
decisions for corrective actions after the conclusion of a rather 
long period of time (a few years). Part of the specialists in this 
field are trying to explain that the effect of the introduction 
of new models and technologies is manifested at a later stage.

This statement is also not devoid of logic, but the negative 
impact of an incorrect assessment of the current condition 
will increase and even repeatedly multiply the final negative 
result. Unfortunately, the results of the models, technologies, 
programs, etc introduced so far, brings the situation to a rather 
critical level, as the two systems — the educational and eco-
nomic one — move away and do not find the points of contact 
that are fundamental. It is correct to point out from a scientific 
point of view that the educational system is perhaps part of 
the economic system and that in this particular case we should 
consider it as the system of the national economy [1].

In times of less and less spirituality and lack of those 
values that have helped our people to endure and survive, we 
are looking for and we are trying to fit into the European and 
world educational and cultural space. Some of us are actively 
pleading that we deserve it by right, others — that we are al-
ready comfortably located in it and we are almost waiting to 
be adorned with laurel wreaths. Unfortunately, our not so real-
istic expectations are not happening and to be more precise — 
they do not coincide with the attitude and behaviour of the 
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communities that surround us. It is always a good idea to look 
for the best in ourselves and to present it in the best possible 
way, but most of all, we must have a clear idea where we are, 
what do we expect to happen to us and most importantly — how 
this can happen to us. And not only because today it is very 
important, when we are trying to overcome the consequences 
of the pandemic crisis situation, to wake us up and make us 
think that not everything starts with us and, of course, does 
not end with us, namely to look for the future in time and 
space; to realize, implement and seek opportunities and ideas 
that will boost our social development. The basic truth is that 
peoples who rely on their educational and cultural traditions, 
who uphold and develop them, get that place in social develop-
ment that they do not need to demonstrate, interpret or plead, 
because they themselves are like that and that is their way of 
life. And this becomes even more difficult for us to accept from 
a historical point of view, because we have to write this truth 
with our Bulgarian alphabet and it is created by ourselves [2].

Bulgarian social system, whether we admit it or not, is fac-
ing a serious test. Of course, it has experienced much more dif-
ficult times, especially in the years of the active political and 
economic transformation after the change of the social and po-
litical system in the late 1990s. Since 1989 it has been in crisis 
situations a few more times in the following years thereafter. 
A cyclic recurrence of the deformations of its functions could not 
be substantiated. However, groups of factors affecting it in one 
way or another can be distinguished. To a greater extent, they 
depended on the ability of the economy to bear or not certain bur-
dens. In some cases these burdens were counterbalanced by the 
natural course of particular events and processes, while in other 
situations a set of remedial measures and programmes were used 
to restore the viability of the stalling economic processes [3].

The condition of the labour market in Bulgaria has been di-
rectly influenced by the ongoing political processes for the past 
decades. Indisputably, significant changes on it were made in 
the period of transition from state planned to market economy. 
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This process in the nineties of the past century went together 
with significant fluctuations and available crisis situations in 
a number of regions and provinces of the country. The shutdown 
of plenty of factories or change in their main business activity, 
privatization processes as well as such related to the workforce 
mobility, faced the country and in particular the labour market 
with specific challenges. This period of our newest history is 
characterized by the formation of new legislation in the field of 
unemployment and occupation as well as the formation of big 
groups of unemployed people from different vulnerable groups. 
These circumstances make necessary the formation and imple-
mentation of a qualitatively new and different social policy 
from the one, which has been pursued to this moment. This 
period of development is also accompanied with the frequent 
changes of Bulgarian governments, even to a few snap parlia-
mentary elections. This determines thorough reconsideration 
and structuring of a set of actions, which should ‘calm down’ 
the situation and partially to satisfy the needs of people left 
without jobs. A relatively big group of long-term unemployed 
people is formed and such people, who entirely rely on the social 
system. In different stages of this development this group of 
unemployed people has made 1/3 of the total number of regis-
tered unemployed persons at the public employment services [4].

For the second time during the last periods of visible eco-
nomic and political development of Bulgaria the social policies 
implemented in relation to the labour market have faced chal-
lenges, which must be overcome with particular promptness and 
by making the right decisions. The first of these periods was 
the transition to a market economy, which defined its priori-
ties in national social policy, including also in labour market 
policy. During this period, at the end of last century the role 
of the state regarding ownership and regulation of social and 
labour relations was changed. Currently, the state guarantees 
the population’s economic welfare only within the minimum 
social standards and the public authorities stipulate only the 
minimum of the employment rights of the employees that are 
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set by the current Labour Law. The search for ways and meth-
ods of establishing a market model with socially- oriented em-
ployment is already in the final stages of this development, and 
experts point out that this transition period has lasted much 
longer than expected and has taken Bulgaria at least twenty 
years. This is evidenced by the processes carried out in each of 
the structural blocks of social- labour relations, which to a great 
extent determine the nature of labour market and the field of 
employment, namely: the labour market, the field of industrial 
employment, in the group of relations, covering the payment of 
labour and the appropriation of its results, and in the relations 
mediating consumption such as the conditions for the creation 
of a standard of living and at the same time the conditions for 
the reproduction of force reproduction. At the same time, the 
labour market creates a space for manifestation of the objective 
economic rule for the interaction between labour supply and 
demand, which primarily has a balancing function. Thus, the 
labour market mechanism is a mechanism for distribution of 
individual labour by sectors and spheres of socially useful ac-
tivity, a mechanism for transformation of the labour resources 
potential into public labour, using people’s skills and bringing 
them income [5]. Therefore, people’s productive employment 
can be considered as the ultimate goal in regulating the labour 
market and its socially acceptable functioning [6–7]. The sec-
ond and also very important function and action factor of the 
economic rule for the interaction between labour supply and 
demand is the determination of the starting price of the labour 
force as a major incentive for employment and a source for the 
subsistence of the worker themselves and their family.

The crisis that has arisen from the COVID-19 pandemic 
is increasingly affecting all sectors of the economy, as well as 
social policies. Pre-crisis period is characterized by economic 
growth of the European countries and Bulgarian economy is 
not an exception. This relatively good condition brings some 
optimism as for the abilities to respond to such emergency sit-
uation. The labor market, which has so far been characterized 
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by good performance, is expected to be under some pressure. 
The analysis of the indicators of the labor market before the 
crisis would give a good opportunity to implement the already 
existing Employment Action Plan in Bulgaria. Changes will be 
necessary, both in the state budget itself and in the implement-
ed ongoing policies of the labour market [8].

The current crisis situation resulting from the spread of 
a viral infection caused by COVID-19 is another test for the 
implemented unemployment and employment social policies. 
Entire sectors of the economy are in downtime; other are in 
a situation to function at minimal rates. This suggests active 
processes of pressure on the existing social system. To what 
extent it is able to deal with these critical processes and to 
what extent they will take place remains to be seen, but it is 
obvious that the negative impact is already a fact and it will 
increase. Despite the fact that the Bulgarian economy has been 
growing in recent years, the progress is quite modest and in-
significant to compensate for the impending situation [9]. The 
European active social policy on the labour market is based on 
the project principle. This process requires local communities 
to prepare and submit projects to be funded under the relevant 
operational programs. The approach opens opportunities for the 
implementation and financing of projects that have proved to 
be necessary for local communities and will improve the social 
environment [10].

The dynamically changing environment as a result of the 
pandemic situation caused by COVID-19 necessitates taking 
objective decisions, which in some cases are not well-ground-
ed. One of the circumstances is the lack of enough time for 
detailed analysis of the processes and circumstances, as well as 
preparedness for taking such decisions. COVID-19 pandemic is 
changing us slowly but surely and this is proven by the steps 
taken in Bulgaria and the rest of the European countries. The 
general conclusion is in the direction that we haven’t been pre-
pared for the ongoing processes and the situation makes us act 
without a plan as we learn in progress. The mantra “this is not 
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going to happen to me” was replaced by the original psychosis 
and consequently by one new stable psychological, social and 
economic state of the society. Today we are totally different 
from yesterday and tomorrow, after we overcome the crisis, we 
will be changed even more. It is important to do the analyses 
now and not to wait for the situation to be over, because once 
again we will be late in this activity as we were at the moment 
of the crisis onset.

Knowledge of psychological and professional aspects of the 
social adaptation of various categories of staff (workers and 
employees) forced by the circumstances to change their profes-
sional field or temporarily to stay unemployed is a key element 
of developing and implementing the right policies for interac-
tion between various structures and authorities engaged in this 
process at different levels. While developing behaviour models 
and policies for promoting professional and social mobility it 
is vital to know the processes that have made a significant 
number of people vulnerable and subject to “social” interven-
tion through various programmes, measures or special social 
methods [11].

In times when Bulgarians are losing their spirituality and 
are lacking the values that have helped them survive and keep 
on going, we are trying to fit into the European and world ed-
ucational and cultural space. Some of us insist that we deserve 
it by right, while others tend to think that we are already 
part of it and can now rest on our laurels… Unfortunately, 
our not-so-realistic expectations cannot be fulfilled and do not 
coincide with attitude and behaviour of the communities sur-
rounding us. It is always a right solution to look for the best 
in ourselves and present it in the best way, but above all we 
need to have a clear and precise idea of where we are, what 
we expect to happen to us and most importantly — how it can 
happen to us. This approach is especially vital nowadays, while 
overcoming the consequences of the pandemic outbreak, as we 
need to wake up and realize that we are not the centre of the 
universe. We need to look for possible ways to realize our ideas 
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that will motivate our social development. It is undoubted truth 
that the peoples who rely on their educational and cultural 
traditions, upholding and developing them, get that special 
place in the public development as they should not show off, 
interpret or brag about, because they themselves are such and 
this is their life style. And yet more difficult to understand it 
becomes for us from historical point of view, because this truth 
should be written with our Bulgarian alphabet and it has been 
made by us [12].

The pandemic crisis that has occurred in the world over the 
last two years has necessitised serious restrictive measures in 
almost all spheres of human life. All of this has created partic-
ular discomfort in social communication in all its dimensions. 
Some scientists share the opinion that this creates an opportu-
nity for time to reflect on, understand or need to review past 
events and processes. The explanation of the current processes 
is quite complicated and, in some cases, almost impossible and 
it does not obey the general logical and scientific ideas of such 
a process. It is obvious that in a period of social isolation are 
sought and presented to the society similar or close to these 
events and processes from a recent or more distant past. Direct 
relations are sometimes impossible, or at least seem impossible, 
but give rise to consideration of this phenomenon in the devel-
opment of our modern society [13].



16

CHAPTER ONE.  
CONTEMPORARY CHALLENGES  
TO THE BULGARIAN HIGHER  

EDUCATION SYSTEM

1.1. REVOLUTION IN INDUSTRY AND  
EVOLUTION IN EDUCATION OR DEVELOPMENT  

OF INTELLIGENCE

Leading initiatives of intelligence growth are related to 
the accelerated development in the field of digital technologies, 
the establishment and functioning of the Innovation Union, the 
establishment of the “Youth on the Move” programme [1]. In-
tegration between research and innovation created by human 
capital is implemented in intelligent growth through various 
tools and initiatives. The “scientist at the centre” is the message 
that makes it clear that human resources are the driving force. 
Through the symbiosis education- science-innovation and with 
human driving force the distance to Industry 4.0. is decreasing. 
The functioning of a common European research area is a neces-
sary condition in this process, due to the need for internation-
alization of research driven by globalization. The role of not 
only integration as a principle, but of partnership between the 
subjects as a model is growing. Universities are one of the most 
active in the implementation of international partnerships — 
leaders in ideas, creativity, forecasting and determining direc-
tions of development. It should be emphasized that in Bulgaria 
we need to create internal partnerships, which would have a very 
positive impact on the regional development of the country.

When talking about evolution and revolution, irrespec-
tive of the fields, we always mean historical transitions and 
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relations between the past, present and future. In terms of 
education, it is clear that the periods in which results of the 
changes are reported differ from those in other fields, due to 
the specifics of the system and the longer period of obtaining 
relevant results: extended by at least 10 years, during which 
a person begins and completes at least the first stage of their 
education [14]. This period is indefinite and long enough to 
analyze data from past periods, but it is necessary to move 
forward. Considering that we are currently living in a period 
of Industry 4.0, as well as the growing importance of education 
in the modern world, we need to be ready with these analyses, 
models and with the interaction of education with other sys-
tems in order to be able to define its future, even though it 
sounds conditional at the moment, because “tomorrow will al-
ways be late”. In practice, it all starts with education and edu-
cation must be seen as part of the political, economic and social 
relations in general in the context of globalization. Transfor-
mations in social and economic development in the first decade 
of the 21st century are a serious challenge to sustainable de-
velopment and economic growth, education being part of them. 
It is indisputable that technological and technical development 
has passed and will continue to pass through different stages, 
but we need to assess it on the basis of today’s state and inter-
action between the various elements that influence today’s and 
future periods. There are several key areas that determine the 
level of economic growth today — information and communica-
tion technologies, digitalization, low-carbon economy, i. e. the 
high-tech industry. These key areas are linked to global devel-
opment goals. There are several key systems that support these 
economic areas — education, science and innovation, each of 
them being specific, evolving at different speeds, by different 
mechanisms and not negligible comparing to others [15].

For almost ten years now, Europe has been existing and 
focusing on three main goals — intelligent, sustainable and 
inclusive growth. All resources are organized and mobilized 
to achieve them, but it is more than obvious that education 
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and science have a leading role. On the one hand, because 
these goals are a continuation of the paradigm for creation 
of “knowledge- based economy” introduced in 2000, but on the 
other hand, because it is clear that modern technical and tech-
nological development is at such a stage that without science 
and innovation fast growth in development cannot take place. 
Without underestimating other types of growth, the intelligent 
is the one that performs the basic functions of achieving eco-
nomic growth related to innovation, high efficiency, quality, 
productivity and overall sustainable development [16]. Today 
we define technological change as revolutionary and the period 
of our development today as Industry 4.0. It is not difficult to 
trace the transformations in the development of technologies — 
from 1 to 4 (Fig. 1), to assess the complexity and changes they 
have caused to various aspects of people’s lives, such as ev-
eryday life, culture, work and leisure. Changes that shape the 
labour market, the living environment, the political system, 
technology and human identity.

If Industry 4.0 is a tendency in the development of auto-
mation and data exchange in production technologies, then we 
need to think about what basis for this development education 

Figure 1. Transformations of technology (Industry)
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and research offer, being inextricably linked to technological 
development. Should education be measured as Education 4.0 to 
ensure that it is sufficiently consistent with industrial develop-
ment? Can we talk about Science 4.0 to provide the necessary 
basis for technological development? And if they exist in space 
today or as some options for the future, what is the real situ-
ation of their interaction with industry?

Industry Х.0., Education У.0., Distance

The rate of new knowledge and skills accumulation in the 
last decade of the XX and the first decades of the XXI century 
is very different from that of the implementation of techno-
logical solutions. Until now, the educational and scientific base 
supported the technological process/progress well enough. At 
one point, however, the distance between education and science 
on the one hand and technology on the other, as separate sys-
tems, began to increase not in favour of synergies in economic 
growth. Such an imbalance is impossible to occur and last for 
a long period of time, i. e. the education cannot sustain the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution, because it is at lower stages than 
the fourth level. In fact, we still can’t talk about Education 
4.0, but is it possible for both systems to develop at the same 
speed? The answer lies in a systematic analysis of education in 
particular. It is well known that education, as a sufficiently 
conservative system, develops in an evolutionary rather than 
a revolutionary way. This means we need to find the right 
matching models between education and Industry 4.0 so that 
there is no slowdown in technological development, rather than 
focusing on whether it is level 4.0 or not. If the correlation 
between education, science, and technology is as described 
above, what are the factors that determine revolutionary tech-
nology in evolutionary educational development? And how long 
can this discrepancy exist? Is it possible to achieve intelligent 
growth with such correlation? The answer to this question can 
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be yes and no. At first glance, we should answer no, because 
this discrepancy could create problems for the whole develop-
ment process. The deeper answer to this discrepancy must be 
sought in the differences of the systems and their essential 
characteristics, which determine the mechanisms in their in-
ternal changes — principles, factors and criteria. The education 
system predetermines the other two (science and technology). 
The accumulation of a sufficient basis in terms of quantity 
and quality is necessary for the development of research and 
technology. The axis of this dependence is one-way, but there 
are branches, though not decisive in this process. It is this 
accumulation and renewal of the theoretical and informational 
content of the basis that determines everything else. The con-
servative model gives the impression of a “slow” development 
of education — because there is no way to remove from the 
education system fundamental theories and facts that have 
been in textbooks for centuries and will continue to exist, un-
like some fast-changing databases and information content. 
The education system itself contains an interaction between 
fundamental knowledge, databases and information in order 
to achieve transformed knowledge, which is relevant to each 
period of development whether we call it “‘Industry 2.0” or “In-
dustry 4.0”. The evolution of education means it is impossible 
to change the fundamental knowledge “revolutionary” or too 
radically. We see examples in which radical changes, albeit in 
non-technologically defining fields, cause serious conflicts. The 
fundamental theories in mathematics, physics, and chemistry 
are part of the continuous fundamental basis. They also change, 
or rather complement each other, which happens consistently 
and systematically, sometimes looking back or establishing data 
and facts. The process can be identified as “two steps forward, 
one back” and can be associated with upgrading and adapta-
tion, but in any case we need confirmation, which takes a long 
time. For example, the laws of physics (Newton, Einstein, Lo-
monosov), the laws of thermodynamics, the Periodic table will 
continue to be studied, regardless of the name under which it 



21

Chapter one. Contemporary challenges to the Bulgarian higher education system

exists in different countries and so on. It took a tremendous 
amount of quantitative research so that mathematics could be-
come the foundation of computer technology — but no one can 
remember the names of all those who have invested in this long 
period of intellectual potential and effort, except one or two. 
This also fully relates to the advances in chemical and physi-
cal sciences that contributed to the creation of new materials 
for computers, but the computer is a fact and so is computer 
technology. (When we talk about the development of comput-
er technology, we tend to forget the education behind it). All 
these fundamental laws, in accordance with new discoveries and 
additions, are included in the transformed knowledge, which in 
turn should be considered part of the era.

On the basis of the transformed knowledge (including 
through the introduction of ICT education and other modern 
achievements with basic value) science and technology have 
been developed, which in a certain sense and certain period 
become autonomous, and can now cause changes much faster, 
which we consider as “revolutionary”. This is exactly what 
happened with information and communication technologies, 
with digital technologies, so that we can talk about Industry 
4.0. This means that there is a secondary process, which, with 
the help of education (in its current state), causes accelerated 
development and achieves other parameters of development in 
which computerization, digitalization, e-control, DG networks 
find their defining place. This also means something very im-
portant — the structure of the educational base can be consid-
ered as concentric — central part with a strong evolutionary 
character and peripheral circles in different areas where move-
ment is accelerated — self — developing spaces in which there 
is a reduction in the length of scientific-technological chains. 
In this sense, the evolution of education and the creation of 
transformed knowledge have actually provoked the possibility 
of revolutionary scientific and technological solutions and this 
has created the next paradigm with the participation of knowl-
edge — formulated as a knowledge triangle (knowledge — re-
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search — innovation) (Fig. 2). In other words, the discrepancy 
has become compliance.

It has become very common to talk about a knowledge 
triangle between education, science and business and with its 
help explain much of what is happening or not happening in the 
interaction between the individual elements. In recent years, 
this triangle exists in another slightly modified version: ed-
ucation — research — innovation. We use them in different 
contexts — in one case subjective, in the other case as process. 
However, both options are important enough to ensure growth 
and intellectual growth above all, as will be discussed later. 
In the period of Industry 4.0 we often talk about digital edu-
cation. The question is what is meant by “digital education” 
and to what extent it exists today. An almost systemic error 
is made here. The digitalization of education is seen as the in-
troduction of information and communication technologies in 

Figure 2. Evolution of education
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learning process in various disciplines, as a method of teach-
ing and learning. The content of the educational elements can 
be presented in different ways, but this does not change its 
essence. Rather, it changes its perception. Therefore, other 
criteria should be considered in terms of educational models. It 
is still not enough to work on computers and tablets at school 
and use electronic platforms to call education digital. We can 
upload knowledge from the 19th century, a lecture course from 
the 20th century or even older on the platform.

These methods are undoubtedly significant, but are insuf-
ficient and do not define education as digital. It is necessary 
to change the content of the basis, both fundamental and pe-
ripheral in order to derive new transformed knowledge about 
the new technology as the content of processes, mechanisms, 
and interactions. Adapted to the current situation, learning 
content is the key word in education. The integration between 
methods and content, and if both meet the definition of digital, 
then so does the educational model. The changed content should 
make it possible for the school to train experts with high-level 
skills, including high digital skills for different sectors (digital 
management of organizations, digital technology management, 
high technology, digital commerce, digital data exchange, skills 
for problem solving in different areas, integrated skills, com-
plex competencies), but if the need to change the curriculum 
is perceived as a formality, then the problems will continue to 
accumulate and education will continue to lag behind. Schools 
and universities as educational institutions are responsible for 
bringing education as close as possible to the revolutionary na-
ture of technology, which means complexity — starting from 
the types of structures, going through the organizational ele-
ments, tools and reaching quality. Administrations and teach-
ing communities direct their efforts to this process and more 
precisely to its improvement. Rethinking education in this con-
text is an important step — continuously updated content, com-
bined with new teaching methods and teaching staff who are 
aware of their responsibility in terms of development. A next 
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important task is to develop real digital education by creating 
platforms for the exchange of transformed knowledge [17–18] 
Knowledge sharing is already becoming a paradigm of devel-
opment. It is not enough to provide knowledge at university/
school only for its pupils and students. Knowledge must reach 
the maximum number of users. Many people study outside of 
school and university.

Evolution versus revolution in education

Is it possible for education to develop revolutionary? How 
to influence the acceleration of evolutionary changes in edu-
cation? The questions we are seeking answers to are whether 
Bulgarian education is ready for the challenges of today’s inter-
connected and digitalized world, whether it possesses necessary 
skills, how to rethink the concept of uninterrupted education 
and what the place of vocational education in it is, as well as 
what the current policies to meet the needs of the future are. 
Influencing development is not only possible, but is a natural 
move in the interaction between the elements of a system or 
the systems between each other. As far as the education system 
is the one that mainly implements and spreads knowledge, we 
need to talk about both knowledge and education. The influ-
ence is defined as a result of various factors, depending on the 
concentricity of the structure of knowledge accumulation, as 
well as depending on the structures that shape knowledge. The 
conservatism of the education system is one of the main factors 
with which we associate the slower changes in the system. It 
is expressed both in its structure and content. The structure 
related to the types and kinds of schools, the models for the im-
plementation of education, the networks of educational struc-
tures, the establishment of universities and colleges — these are 
issues whose decisions go through a long process of regulations, 
legal procedures, administrative acts, etc. Of course, there are 
changes, but in their essence they are partial, sometimes when 
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we don’t like them, we define them as “made in pieces”. Some 
of them do not lead to any improvement and acceleration in the 
development of the system, they are useless and even harmful 
(such as the transformation of technical schools into vocational 
schools). Others lead to significant changes and a sense of im-
provement, but the analyses, although difficult to make their 
way, show different results (as was the transformation of all 
high schools into universities). Content is also hard to change 
due to state educational requirements and standards. Knowl-
edge at its core changes slowly enough to keep the necessary 
foundation. In this sense it is especially important to maintain 
balance, as well as to influence all areas.

Because when we talk about education of the future, we 
must not forget about all the interdisciplinary and creative cul-
tural connections, without which the general development would 
be distorted. The changes in education are also correlated with 
the methods used in training carried out faster due to the in-
troduction of results from research and industrial development, 
i. e. we can observe the feedback effect. Here is the role of ICT 
and other methods in the educational process, which facilitate 
the perception of knowledge, and with which education comes 
out to some extent of its conservatism and approaches Industry 
4.0 faster, but this still cannot be called a revolution. The con-
servatism of the education system was to some extent overcome 
by several important steps taken after 2000 that affected its 
quality and the pace of change — the Lisbon Strategy (defining 
education criteria), the Bologna process and the introduction 
of easy-to-understand and comparable education degrees (bache-
lor, master and doctor); introduction of academic credit system 
(ECTS) as units of student employment; introduction of Europe-
an quality dimensions; removal of the existing obstacles to the 
free movement of students and teachers in the European area 
(European and National Qualifications Frameworks, introduc-
tion of key competencies (mother tongue, mathematics, foreign 
language), introduction of the Lifelong Learning Programme. 
Where do these new elements lead in the education? They are 
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not fundamental by themselves, but they have an added value as 
peripheral and organizational elements that improve education, 
image of the educational foundation and increase the sustain-
ability of the educational base. The transfer of knowledge and 
skills, which in turn underlie the research and technological 
process, is part of the impact on the evolutionary development 
of education, which increases its usability. There is another el-
ement in the evolutionary model of education that is worth con-
sidering and that is shared knowledge. Shared knowledge is the 
semantic content of education as a whole, because going beyond 
individual possession knowledge is being used by communities, 
i. e. from individual it becomes communal or corporate. This 
is also a factor in accelerating the development of education-
al models. Shared knowledge expands the perimeter of trans-
formed knowledge, and can relate to some extent to non-formal 
or informal education and can significantly affect the rate of 
change in the education system without radicalism, from which 
content may be lost. The transition from individual to corpo-
rate knowledge provides another opportunity for realization and 
this is a new paradigm — knowledge management. Perhaps this 
is the closest thing to the changes in the educational system 
towards the revolutionary nature of technology, because the 
mechanisms used in knowledge management, in addition to us-
ing computer technology and devices, incorporate technological 
content that greatly upgrades the fundamental and peripheral 
basis of education. In the third place is the issue of leadership 
in education. It is time to talk about leaders in education in the 
full sense of the term. No strategy or any document can replace 
the role of the leader in education — a factor that determines 
the true criteria for quality, dissemination and implementa-
tion of knowledge, this is the way towards faster evolution. 
One of the tasks in the management of education is to make 
leadership in the system as a defining characteristic feature 
and not only formally, but together with the responsibility it 
brings. The leader in education (teacher of the future) is a con-
stantly improving professional with willingness, intellect and 
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high emotional intelligence, who being in constant interaction 
with other systems can identify and provoke those skills that 
will make people successful. Knowledge societies can also find 
a place in every school and university. It is through them that 
interdisciplinarity can be achieved, which is also very important 
for the development of education. The categorization as “inno-
vative schools” and “research universities” is possible to detach 
a part of the young emerging intelligent people and give them 
a higher start for development, but it must be combined with 
the parameters of the whole educational environment in order 
not to contradict the general principles of development and to 
avoid the possibility of creating conflict between the individual 
elements, groups or even regions. The curriculum is structured, 
subject to educational standards and in its sense is uniform for 
the respective types of schools. The standards should ensure 
the possibility of a change to be introduced before the end of 
a full course of study. This will ensure the evolution of educa-
tion, corresponding to evolutionary or revolutionary changes 
in social processes. Universities are quite liberal in terms of 
curriculum. Evolutionary changes in university education are 
more favourable due to the fact that in addition to teaching 
(educating) they are engaged in research, elements of which can 
be included in teaching programmes. These activities determine 
criteria and indicators through which the necessary control is 
executed, ratings are made and the quality of implementation is 
assessed. The educational environment, perceived as ecosystem, 
is extremely specific in order to be regulated sporadically with 
pseudo- creative tools or with frequent changes in the legisla-
tion. It has a clear hierarchical pyramidal structure, as have all 
the stratification systems, the top of which is always occupied 
by the experts with their highest potential — those who bring 
change and can bring the system as close as possible to the 
requirements of society. In other words, the creativity of the 
young generations, provoked by the teacher and the educator, 
must develop in such a way as to ultimately produce high expert 
potential in the full meaning of the term.
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Research as part of the paradigm of  
a revolution in technology

The transition from education to research is a natural way 
to technological development. Universities and research centres 
are the main carriers of research potential and have independent 
significance, but in order to reach a technological product, un-
conditional interaction with an industrial operator is required. 
The nature of this interaction actually determines the nature of 
the industrial period. The Industrial Revolution 4.0 is driven by 
the transition from automated to digital systems — as part of 
research efforts in mathematics, physics, chemistry on the one 
hand and applicable technological solutions in computer systems 
on the other. Accumulated database allow research to become 
innovative technologies that are applied in industry, move fast 
enough and generate new solutions on their own, as well as offer 
economic growth. The distance between research and technology 
is much smaller than between education and science or education 
and industry. On the one hand, science employs human capital 
with high expertise (knowledge, skills and competencies acquired 
in the education system and outside of it), who work in a syner-
gistic model in terms of methods and tools for research and tech-
nology development. This leads to a shortened period of research 
chains and offering implementation solutions to the business, 
which change the essence of the industrial age. The factors that 
determine the changes both in the research system and in the 
“science — business — innovation” [15] interaction are human 
capital, financial resources and international cooperation. In-
terventions to accelerate research are related to the creation of 
various structures, agencies and institutions. One of the leading 
structures at European level is the European Institute of Inno-
vation and Technology, whose mission is to strengthen the EU’s 
innovation capacity “by promoting synergies and cooperation 
between academic, research and innovation activities that meet 
the highest standards, including by promoting entrepreneur-
ship”. The knowledge societies that underlie the development of 
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projects in various scientific fields, incl. for building strategies 
for science development, centres of excellence, etc. The changes 
taking place in all sectors of socio- economic life obviously re-
flect on the capacity of human capital. Efforts to improve the 
capacity and competencies of the human resources have their 
reflection in various instruments — programmes and programme 
documents — Rethinking higher education, New Skills Agen-
da for Europe, financial instruments — Horizon Programme. 
All this, together with the idea of a targeted innovation policy 
that encompasses both science and technology systems, contrib-
utes to some compensation for the distances between systems. 
The research, divided into separate programmes of different 
institutions (EC, national institutions, agencies) are supported 
by serious tools, which makes the progress in science tangible. 
They involve transnational cooperation, networking, mobility 
and cover interdisciplinary areas, which is crucial for the re-
alization of revolutionary discoveries. That is why investment 
in research and innovation, which we define as investment in 
the future, are so crucial. WHERE ARE WE? They create an 
environment to improve competitiveness and allow businesses 
to create more and better jobs. Strengthening industrial innova-
tion, including investment in key technologies, easier access to 
funds and support for innovative entrepreneurship, are among 
the important steps in developing the synergies between research 
and innovation. Research and innovation policies ensure that 
technological breakthroughs and revolutionary solutions become 
viable products with real potential and high added value, which 
is beneficial for society by improving the quality of life.

Growth of intelligence — a symbiosis of knowledge  
and human resources

None of the areas mentioned above can be considered separate-
ly from human resources/human capital. The centre of the knowl-
edge triangle, recognized as a model for growth of intelligence, 
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is MAN, the bearer of knowledge, the one who does research and 
implements innovations. In this sense, human resources and their 
development are crucial for the development of any organization 
and company, as well as for growth of intelligence in general. 
Growth of intelligence is driven by several essential elements:

 – education — encouraging people to learn and develop 
their skills;

 – research — supporting research teams (knowledge com-
munities) in the field of high technology, ICT, climate 
change, etc.;

 – innovations — creating new products/services, that gen-
erate growth and jobs and help solve social problems;

 – digital society — using information and communication 
technologies.

Growth of intelligence is a continuation of the idea of 
creating a knowledge economy translated into a new language, 
namely the realization of the knowledge triangle in which uni-
versities, research institutes and centres play a significant role. 
This is where the expert human resource/capital intersects with 
the ideas of innovation and technological development. Univer-
sities and research centres in their dual role — to prepare and 
develop human resources on the one hand and to create innova-
tions on the other, have a very significant contribution to the 
realization of intelligence growth. That is why the support for 
universities at all levels is essential, using various means, incl. 
political, financial, organizational and legislative.

1.2. Factors influencing education system

The interaction: business — education —  
investment for development

There are several keywords that determine our attitude 
towards the interaction education — business environment in 



31

Chapter one. Contemporary challenges to the Bulgarian higher education system

the conditions of “knowledge- based economy” — dynamics, high 
technological effectiveness, key skills, digitalization, artificial 
intelligence, innovations, investments. Of substantial impor-
tance is the change that is currently taking place in the labour 
market, linked to the need to have multiple skills to solve the 
multitude of problems with which a job is connected with. 
The time of narrow specialists is passing, and this must be 
clear both to education as well as to the business environment. 
However, the two systems have a different understanding and 
a different interpretation of the situation, and this creates the 
deficits we are witnessing. Undoubtedly, the national labour 
market is a dynamic system which has its own characteristics. 
Even within the scales of the different regions of Bulgaria, it 
has different and considerably distinctive characteristics. This 
is especially typical in areas where the unemployment rate is 
much higher than the one for the country. It turns out that 
having a degree of higher education is not a sufficient condi-
tion to ensure the proper employment of a particular group 
of specialists due to the lack of need for such in this area. 
Obviously, the market mechanism that demand will determine 
supply, does not fulfill its function. This is not an isolated 
phenomenon and is observed in many of the crisis areas of the 
country. The lack of the planning element from this manage-
ment process places insurmountable obstacles to the individual 
in these areas. It is possible that the bearers of this workforce 
have good competences — skills and experience, and cannot 
realize a successful result in the search of a job. The low mo-
bility of the workforce in these areas also causes a negative 
impact. This problem cannot be examined unilaterally because 
it includes in itself various elements that can be difficult to 
overcome. Sometimes this is related to the Bulgarian folk psy-
chology. Infrastructure, transport links, social adaptation in 
the new locality, etc can be included in this group of reasons. 
Education and the economy are two independent areas of so-
cial relations, and they can be situated in different positions 
relative to each other. The conservative model of development 
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puts the two systems in relative equilibrium. Education is per-
ceived as a given, almost an appendage, without being given 
any exclusivity whatsoever. It is being relied on “ready cadres” 
that are simply redistributed from one system to another. In 
this model, the level of education and the level of technological 
effectiveness have a relative correspondence, or at least the 
impression of such a status quo is maintained — i. e. whatever 
is being studied, it exists in practice in the economic subjects, 
due to which the transfer is direct without there being a need 
for additional education and training. The overall system is 
balanced. This may be called a model of sufficiency. The dy-
namic model leads the economy to a priority position due to the 
higher level of technological development. Education is lagging 
behind in terms of the practical part, though it retains its level 
in terms of the theoretical educational preparation. Transfer 
from one of the systems to another is no longer direct, it can be 
defined as indirect, due to the need for adaptation or additional 
education and training. The level of correspondence is low, the 
overall system of accumulation of added value is imbalanced. 
The “relationships” between education and business can evolve 
under different scenarios — systems are independent of each 
other; education determines the direction of development; busi-
ness determines the direction of development; both systems 
develop according to an adaptive mechanism. In different peri-
ods and under different socio- political systems, these scenarios 
or combinations between them occur in different options. The 
21st century is characterized by high technological effective-
ness and high dynamics. We are talking about Industry 4.0., 
that is, about the fourth industrial revolution. After mecha-
nization (Industry 1.0), mass production (Industry 2.0) and 
automation (Industry 3.0), which can be referred to the model 
of sufficiency, digitalization is now becoming an integral part 
of production. Industry 4.0 has the potential to create extraor-
dinary opportunities for growth and competitive advantages. 
Prognoses indicate that enterprises will be able to increase 
their productivity by about 30% if they use Industry 4.0. At 
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the same time, education does not have its “Education 4.0”, 
despite the advent of computer technology and the Internet, 
both at school and at university. However, this advent is only 
as an auxiliary and not a leading tool. Remaining at level 2.0 
or 3.0, education is not able to directly transfer its educational 
product to the industry. In this case, the deficit is present and 
it is by no means imperceptible. This categorically requires to 
be analyzed all possible options for the realization of the sce-
narios of the interaction education — business environment, all 
the positives and negatives to be taken into account, in order to 
find that one which would satisfy the development of society.

The interaction business environment — education is re-
alized in the structure of the educational system and in the 
context of the corresponding socio- economic system, but this is 
not the only factor that influences it. The conditionality of this 
consideration boils down to discussing the interaction of voca-
tional education and business, i. e. the pair which provides real-
ization through professions / higher education is also included 
in vocational education, providing professional realization in 
respective professional fields. The traditional understanding of 
the relationships between education and the economy / business 
is defined by the status quo “education educates — the economy 
consumes”. This understanding is characteristic of different 
economies — predominantly planned public or private ones. 
Naturally with characteristic nuances.

The new understanding includes a new paradigm — contin-
uous education / lifelong learning, which can be realized outside 
the educational system, incl. on the terrain of the economy. This 
understanding also relates to different types of economies (Fig. 3).

Option “Full Regulation”

In this model, the process of entry and exit from the vo-
cational education system is completely controlled. It implies 
strict and synchronized planning, so that the concurrence of 
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the exit from the educational system and the entry to the eco-
nomic part, is close to 100%. Planning is a critical zone in 
this model — it must be carried out by the economic part by 
providing information about jobs according to vocational direc-
tions, educational degree and qualifications, and the respective 
administrative educational structures should determine the re-
quired admission for entry. This means, in addition to “usual” 
planning, the methods of forecasting research are also to be 
applied, which will support the long-term decisions for the la-
bour market. It should be understood here that the educational 
system produces that which can be realized in the economic 
part. In this model, 100% realization of graduates of a cer-
tain degree of the educational system (vocational education) 
is accomplished. The model can be implemented in any socio- 
economic system. From the point of view of freedom of choice, 
mobility, the democratism of the functioning of systems, this 
option is very restrictive. From the point of view of securing 

Figure 3. Roles in the development
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employment and reducing the unemployment rate, it has its 
positive elements, because even with the differences between 
education and the economy in terms of quality of preparation, 
insufficient knowledge, lack of qualifications, etc., the full 
regulation is implemented. Such an option may be applicable in 
regions with critical employment rates, severe and undesirable 
social processes, or after periods of disasters. This option may 
be similar to the linear structure of an organization in which 
each action is set and controlled with a clear result.

Option “Market Mechanism”

Both systems are free in planning, in the case of such. 
Many experts consider that, in a market economy, planning is 
an unnecessary process. In this context of reasoning, the Model 
implies a free determination of the entry to education and does 
not regulate synchronization with the entry to the economic 
part. Two important parameters come into view here — the 
educational market and the labour market, which interact to 
a certain extent but redundancies in different areas of pro-
fessional directions appear, and “fashionable” professional di-
rections emerge as well, which satisfy temporary deficits in 
one or another economic area. The educational market can be 
regulated through the appropriate state mechanisms by us-
ing the “capacity” criterion of the educational structures. The 
disproportions between the educational market and the labour 
market, i. e. between supply and demand, however, cause un-
employment and a decrease in employment, or employment that 
needs additional training (without which it cannot be carried 
out). The lack of job vacancies for certain groups of professions 
can lead to discouragement for young specialists and provoke 
a number of reactions, including leaving the country. The sur-
plus of specialists in other areas also acts restrictively on the 
social system and demotivating to the individual. This model is 
strongly liberal. Experts define it as “neoliberal” in the context 
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of the common development policies. Based on the unification 
of the systems, the globalization of processes and ensuring the 
functioning of the single educational and single economic area 
(EU level). This option is usually realized in periods of change 
of socio- economic models of societies (societies in transition) 
and are elements of crisis factors for the economy. Studies in 
the 2011–2018 period in different regions of the country show 
mutual dissatisfaction between the two systems. Education is 
developing by its own logic, regardless of the state regulation 
which is being implemented.

The business is dissatisfied with the lack of cadres in cer-
tain areas and with the level of preparation of young special-
ists. Young specialists are dissatisfied with the quality of jobs 
and the lack of realization.

Option “Adaptation”

This option can be established as an adequate collective 
image of all the others. It imposes a continuity in the improve-
ment of the educational system by changing the curricula and 
programmes, which it can bear, and several synchronizing steps 
which are taken by the economic system, namely — organizing 
adaptive training for young specialists; internship period in 
the last years of studying; mixed teaching teams from among 
education and business representatives. This model requires 
an organization that needs sufficient freedom of action, ini-
tiative, innovation, two-way investments. An element of this 
option is the so called dual system. To realize it, an active 
working economy is required and a good environment for all 
forms of business — small, medium, large, so that results can 
be achieved in different directions and the economy does not 
develop unilaterally. This option has the potential to develop 
synergies because it can bring together the positive elements 
of both systems.
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Option “Congruence”

In theory, another option is possible, called “Congruence”. 
This option is an antipode of the market one. It is rather dif-
ficult to implement unless there is a clear national policy, i. e. 
with clear synchronization, with continuous and accurate fore-
casting of the needs of the economic system in quantity (num-
ber) and quality (set of specialists), with a continuous change of 
the educational system to meet the requirements of the economy 
and to create mechanisms for transfer of knowledge and skills 
between both systems. Consumption prognoses must be accurate 
and the supply by the educational system as a response should 
be fully feasible. An important requirement for its realization is 
to have a dynamic model of development of the two systems — 
the educational and the economy, under the conditionality of 
the emergence of new or the disappearance of old professions 
and objectively anticipating the movement of the economy. In 
the presence of a relatively small labour market, this option 
is difficult to realize because it imposes high dynamics on the 
educational market, uncharacteristic of the conservative na-
ture of the educational system, even with serious efforts in 
this direction. The real mechanism of interaction is never un-
ambiguous and one-sided — there is always a mix of different 
elements — conjunctural, political, as a result of the influence 
of the external environment. Very often this degree of influence 
is so strong that the internal environment cannot adapt, but is 
“subordinated” to the main influencing factors. This mechanism 
depends to a certain extent on the legislative norm, which often 
changes and causes transformations and reforms that are im-
plemented without serious analyses, reliable impact assessment 
and risks. In the presence of such analyses of the condition of 
this interaction, they are sporadic, done according to different 
methodologies, by using a different toolkit, which makes the 
conclusions from them also ambiguous and ultimately incompa-
rable. Even due to the fact that changes in the environment are 
dynamic enough and the formulation of a sustainable research 
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toolkit are dependent on the situation and the respondents’ 
willingness to participate in the studies. The research conducted 
in the period between 2011 and 2018 outlines several groups of 
problems that need to be taken into account in the building up 
of a modern concept for the interaction education — business 
environment, which will correspond to the main principles and 
priorities of the concept Industry 4.0. The study categorically 
indicates that economic subjects prefer the interaction with ed-
ucation to develop under the ‘adaptive’ scenario. Insofar as this 
expose is merely analytical in nature, without seeking specific 
examples and substantiating the theses of the authors, which 
are the result of our many years of efforts in this direction [14].

The social processes in the period of study do not imply 
full regulation of the interaction — the development of the 
economy according to market mechanisms implied the possi-
bility of the interaction education — business under one of the 
other options — market or adaptive mechanism as it became 
clear above, the congruence mechanism is almost theoretical. 
The chances for implementing policies and strategies in this di-
rection implies focusing the efforts and expertise of scientists, 
researchers, and of course the participants in these processes. 
Defining the same, or more precisely defining them in what di-
rection, time range and territorial scope of action, is especially 
important (regardless of the relatively not big territory of the 
country). This type of social processes is especially difficult to 
analyze, monitor, predict, and manage. The indicators and cri-
teria for their evaluation are complex, difficult to define, and 
mathematically difficult to describe. Our experience has shown 
that social technologies are far too advanced from scientific 
point of view, but difficult to adapt and transfer to another 
environment. The management of social processes, which un-
doubtedly include the elements of educational systems, econom-
ic systems, etc. are complex not only in their nature but also 
in their essence. This requires making a great deal of effort 
in this direction to achieve or to make the right and adequate 
development decisions in this direction [19].
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1.3. Domestic and international challenges  
in higher education

Contemporary strategic challenges

Lately a lot has been said and written about the devel-
opment of Bulgarian higher education, we often look for our 
place in lists of European and global rankings, we are glad that 
we accidentally or not so accidentally got into certain lists for 
the first time. It is almost an achievement and an important 
assessment that we are somewhere in the list of “contenders”. 
Unfortunately, the process of restructuring this particularly 
important element of our education system has not only been 
uncompleted, but in the process of transformation we have 
been too unprepared to even adapt to these dynamic periods 
of political transformation. The market mechanisms confused 
it and made it stand still and it almost did not react to the 
influence of the external environment — it is about the educa-
tional process. We write excellent strategies and action plans 
and they look beautiful and interesting enough according to 
the European model, but our existence in this so-called educa-
tional space, or more simply — a place in society, is more and 
more in the corner or somewhere where to satisfy some very 
narrow or not very important claims. And I do not say that 
there are no beautiful and impressive exceptions that make us 
happy, but this mechanism has long been autonomously dead 
and “wakes up” only when it has to defend its survival or to 
mark that it is on the map. The academic autonomy of higher 
education institutions has led to quite critical deviations from 
the normal functioning of the educational process, such as not 
respecting the mandate of the head, the collective governing 
bodies to be elected in a not very democratic way, increasing 
the professional areas in which training is conducted without 
proven capacity, lack of any planning of these processes and 
a number of other deviations [14]. I doubt that these processes 
have not been noticed by the multiple analyzers and research-
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ers, from those who shall and are in charge of making the 
strategic documents, but the change, or to be more precise, the 
action attached to it turns to be so hard or almost impossible, 
that in the last more than thirty years this practically is not 
happening. The market mechanisms that established certain 
conditions for the production of endless in number and various 
in kind institutions performing training and providing this 
product, called science, created disproportions that will hardly 
be overcome and that in fact created the situation in which we 
shall search our name in the list and even more — at its end, 
and not to be there where we maybe expect to be!? In Bulgar-
ia, the number of higher education institutions is more than 
50, and in recent years the number of vacancies for students 
has always remained unfilled. Some of the reasons for this are 
due to the ongoing demographic processes and the deepening 
of the problem of population decline in the country, but this 
is far from the main problem in the functioning of our educa-
tional system. A return to old educational methods and even 
successful policies from the past is almost impossible because 
they were in line with the current then realities and sought to 
solve current problems. The existing ones do not answer many 
questions, while the competitors around us combine both past 
and future and are in the top lists of these rankings. Opponents 
of all forms of assessment will say that the criteria are not the 
best, the conditions are different and the funding is not very 
good and sufficient. But even if we accept that their thesis can 
be sustained, we are still in certain situation and conditions in 
which we shall make the most appropriate and efficient deci-
sions. In order not to be unfounded in these statements, let’s 
look at the results of one of the many rankings that have been 
published in recent months. It identifies the most popular uni-
versities in Europe. UniRank accepts several criteria as key in 
its ranking: to be licensed and / or accredited by the relevant 
higher education organization in each country, to offer at least 
four-year bachelor’s and master’s or doctoral programmes, and 
to run its own courses of training mainly in a traditional for-
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mat. No Bulgarian university is included in this ranking in the 
Top 200, but it is more interesting how they are distributed 
in Europe and which countries find their place in it. Leading 
positions are held by the British education system — nearly 
24% of the universities are positioned there, followed by Ger-
many with nearly 16%. After them are Spain and France. In 
practice, the group of elite universities is determined by these 
four countries. Relevant clear positions are also held by repre-
sentatives of the Netherlands with 10 universities, Italy — 9 
universities, Switzerland and Russia with 7 universities each, 
etc. The Balkan countries are represented only by Greece.

There are dozens of other rankings and evaluation systems 
of universities in the public space. In the best cases, several 
Bulgarian universities are in the forefront — Sofia University 
“St. Kliment Ohridski”, the Technical and Medical Universities 
in Sofia. Without the claims of a detailed analysis, the break-
throughs in the Bulgarian higher education system must look 
for “clogging” and solving a complex of problems, which this 
time are put on the table, and their objective and correct solu-
tion must be sought. We can summarize them in two groups: 
problems of redundancy and problems of insufficiency. Obvi-
ously, there is a sufficient and, perhaps, quite a large number 
of educational institutions, that are distributed unevenly in 
the country, from the point of view of the scientific infra-
structure. They are concentrated in the capital and several of 
the country’s major cities. Most of them offer an educational 
product in almost all professional fields with few exceptions. 
In this line of thought, we cannot have a shortage of qualified 
staff and we should have good enough expertise in almost all 
areas. Regardless of the state standards and requirements for 
the accreditation procedures, not in all of them the offered 
(even paid) service is of sufficiently good quality. This process 
has at least two active parties — those who offer it and those 
who receive it. It will not be difficult to find a set of criticisms 
of both, but justifiably the result does not meet our European 
standards and in particular our expectations in the greater part 
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of these two groups. In practice and in theory there is a problem 
in the efficiency of this process, which of course is continuous 
and quite complex in nature, which makes it difficult for man-
agement. Here is just a cursory example that hardly answers 
all the questions that arise. In the last few years there has been 
a restrictive attitude towards a number of specialties in the 
field of economics and administration and management, which 
comes to show us that in recent years a sufficient number and 
expertise of such personnel have been “produced”. At the same 
time, almost every sociological research or survey in this di-
rection reports a shortage of well-trained managers, and even 
specialists in the field of finance and accounting. The answers 
and criticism can be formulated in many directions, such as that 
the educational process in these areas is dealt with by almost all 
universities and the traditional three Bulgarian economic uni-
versities are placed in a particularly competitive environment, 
that education in some of them is placed in a position of direct 
economic benefit to fill a certain number of students, that one 
of the universities territorially is located in an area with a rel-
atively small population and not very good road infrastructure 
and communication links, which makes it isolated or in worse 
positions from the rest. In their essence, all these statements 
are true, but do not answer the question — why with such a sur-
plus there is a shortage in the actual primary market? [14] In 
other cases, some of the engineering fields remain supposedly 
promising and necessary, but still unoccupied and the number 
of students who fall into these specialties have relatively low 
entry level. Until we solve the complex of problems in both 
directions and clarify the reasons for this, there is no way to 
implement and even think about a successful strategy in the 
field of higher education. It cannot come by itself and there is 
no way to “marketly” adapt to the situation, because the main 
element in the management process is planning. Planning good 
actions in this direction is an emanation of aerobatics in man-
agement and cannot be an action of one individual, or even of 
an entire ministry. Therefore, before moving from one to anoth-
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er programming period of financing of education (according to 
the established practice of the European Union) we must seek 
to solve these crisis problems, which are not a consequence of 
a pandemic situation or other crisis phenomena, but the lack of 
professional analysis, proper programming and good policy [20]. 
And when we are looking for solutions to economic, political or 
other problems that strike us every day and will not leave us on 
a carefree island in the future, we need to think long and hard 
about the educational and cultural processes. Only their suc-
cessful solution will lead to the much-desired efficient political 
and economic transformations. They are coming and in the near 
and distant future they will happen to us again, and they will 
weigh us down and carry us in the whirlwind of our aspirations.

But we need to be prepared to walk more upright and be 
where we want to be or where we think we need to be. Other-
wise, the meaning of pointlessness will overwhelm us and give 
us unnecessary self-confidence, rivalry and malice, but it will 
not help us in the way out of our self-sufficiency.

The modern agenda of higher education

Higher education today is associated with new topics, un-
thinkable for discussion even a decade ago, related to a new 
reality in social development that has emerged in the last few 
years. The discussion space is occupied by Industry 4.0, 5G and 
even 6 G network is already in the forefront, we use terminol-
ogy that until yesterday could be found only in the dreams of 
some innovative researchers. Universities are part of the top 
centers of competence and of the strategic guidelines for smart 
development. If until now we have been looking for options 
on how education can respond to the rapidly developing high 
technologies, today we are already looking for opportunities to 
integrate education into cloud technologies and in the creation 
of artificial intelligence and supercomputers. At first glance, 
this is a challenge, but seen from the standpoint of the process 



44

Venelin Terziev. Higher education system and labour market policies in Bulgaria...

of consistency and upgrading of knowledge, skills and compe-
tencies in recent years, it can be defined as a systematic logical 
and consistent development. The preconditions for such a devel-
opment were created in a theoretical aspect, but achievements 
were reported only in some universities, which lead the rank-
ings in the rating schemes. Achievements and challenges have 
different dimensions — some are “high”, others quite trivial, 
but still significant (Fig. 4).

Higher education in its system has always developed in dif-
ferent areas of science and has made changes that are aimed at 
training professionals in relevant areas of our economy. With 
different structures, but subordinated to foundations that pro-
vide sustainability and conditions for innovations that update 
it to be useful to society. There always have been great require-
ments from education — to provide specialists for various posi-

Figure 4. Challenges of higher education
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tions in industry and all economic fields, to be a good basis for 
research and scientific studies, to provide personal development 
mainly to young people, but also without age restrictions, es-
pecially in the last years of one’s career. To a greater or lesser 
extent, the correspondence between supply and needs is ensured 
both by the quality of the process itself and by the quantity of 
the offered educational service.

Today’s agenda of higher education is further complicated 
because it faces the risk of shortage of students …

We are facing number of challenges related, on the one 
hand, to the exceptional dynamics in the development of high 
technologies and information and communication systems, and 
on the other — to the risks of quality and human resources 
management and third — to the problems posed by the demo-
graphic crisis. In this multifaceted environment, higher educa-
tion turned out to be insufficiently prepared (Fig. 5).

Figure 5. Risks of Bulgarian higher education
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The reasons for this unpreparedness are related to the 
management of the resources available to higher education — 
human, financial and material. These three key factors also 
contain problems. They can be derived from the analysis of the 
risks of resource management, if any. Often such an analysis 
is considered unnecessary, based on the legal framework to 
which the higher education system is subordinated and the pre-
sumption that the law decides everything. But beyond the law, 
things look different enough. There are many factors and cir-
cumstances on which higher education depends — political, eco-
nomic, financial, structural, organizational and others. Some of 
them are external to the system, others are part of the system 
itself, but together they cause serious discomfort. Consistent 
discussion and analysis can change the picture, but it is im-
portant to look at them in the context of the overall social and 
economic situation, because “isolated” analysis leads to partial 
and sometimes wrong decisions. From all external factors seri-
ous attention shall be paid to the demographic problems related 
to human resources. From these problems several elements can 
be defined — reduction of birth rate and the number of chil-
dren, respectively of high school graduates; multidirectional 
and high-intensity migration processes from Bulgaria to for-
eign countries (universities); lowering of the quality of second-
ary education and increasing the number of bilinguals in the 
education system, which inevitably affects higher education. 
These elements change the nature of the existing inflow into 
the higher education system, affect its quality and are directly 
reflected in the number of young graduates.

This, in turn, requires a serious comprehensive analysis 
of the problems in all educational levels — based on well-orga-
nized statistical information and situational relationships [21]. 
Of course, there are many other risk factors, but they must be 
the subject of other research. In the context of a demographic 
crisis, the risk of higher education being left without candidates 
is quite high. The reassurance that the demographic crisis is not 
only Bulgarian issue does not answer these questions at all. Does 
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this mean that higher education in the face of chancellors, edu-
cators and researchers must remain indifferent to demographic 
problems? And if the answer to this question is “no”, then what 
is the place and role of their position in this alarming situation?

Higher education in times of demographic crisis

The demographic problem is not only a problem of the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy and the experts it gathers 
to develop strategies and measures to overcome the situation. 
The situation is like this and is not improving, it is constantly 
getting worse. The downward trend in state funding for public 
universities, especially in some professional fields, also does not 
solve the problems. In the last few years there is a repeating 
tendency — close as the absolute number of graduates and the 
number of state- funded first-year students, unoccupied vacan-
cies, change of admission rules during the campaign in order 
to “utilize” all places. During the admission campaign of the 
school year 2019–2020 we witnessed various innovative tools 
to motivate young people to enter higher education (awards for 
students, bonuses for teachers, etc.). Naturally, this is already 
a clear indicator of the deepening crisis in the system due to 
the declining number of generations caused by low birth rate, 
which is part of the big demographic problem. Here are the 
figures for the 2020/2021 school year:

 – The number of high school graduates in 2019/2020 in 
high and vocational high schools is respectively 25,800 
and 21,600 students /47,400 in total/;

 – For the 2020/21 academic year, the state funded vacan-
cies in higher education institutions is 54 334, of which 
43,960 after secondary education;

 – Admissions to private universities are not included here, 
which further aggravates the situation.

The difference between high school graduates and poten-
tial first-year students is 3,440. Of course, the solution to the 
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problems should not be absolute and sought in the calcula-
tion of specific statistics, however the latter actually point to 
a problem that has been around for years and which contributes 
to number of the following ones. For example: there are state 
funded vacancies approved for specialties — 5, 6, 7 vacancies, 
which probably has already been decided as individual or some 
training attached to another specialty. Without analyzing the 
professional fields, it is stated that the low numbers are usual-
ly associated with the technical sciences, despite the emerging 
deficits in the technical and technological industries. The small 
number of graduates, even including candidate students from 
previous graduations, which is a normal process, contributes to 
the lowered admission criteria so that the vacancies are filled. 
We are all aware what this phenomenon or process can lead to.

Higher education and migration

The second element is migration to foreign universities. 
The flow of young people to universities abroad, especially 
in the middle of the 1990s, is quite serious. In some years, 
100% of students who graduate from the so-called language 
schools, become students at foreign universities. Without im-
posing restrictions on the freedom of choice of students and 
their families, we need to look for appropriate models through 
which this flow can be reduced. There are several elements of 
this migration — the state loses its human resources and its 
good resources, given that students who go to study abroad are 
well prepared; most of the graduates abroad do not return to 
Bulgaria at all — i. e. Bulgaria is declining in population; these 
pupils and students are already working for other economies 
and, no matter how much we consider ourselves to be in a sin-
gle European education and single European economic area, this 
is an economic and in particular financial loss for our country. 
For this purpose, we have to make our own analysis and com-
pare the level of Bulgarian universities with foreign ones. In 
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other words, to make an analysis to answer the question why 
this is happening and whether there is an objective reason for 
it to continue to happen. Obviously, not only good knowledge 
of foreign languages is a factor that determines this process. 
There are students who study the language of the respective 
country during the first year of their studies (requirement of 
the universities themselves). Here is the analysis of higher ed-
ucation in our country as organization, as quality, as career op-
portunities after its completion, compared with those of higher 
education in other countries. The career issue is related to the 
compliance between higher education and the economy. Even 
with a very high quality of education, the lack of such compli-
ance will leave many young professionals without a chance to 
use their potential, and this will inevitably reflect the interest 
of future generations in university education or at least in 
some of the universities and certain programs of study. This 
problem is part of the “brain drain” problem. It is not a Bul-
garian patent, but we have suffered greatly from it. No matter 
how much European specialists try to adjust it to the term 
“brain circulation”, for us it is extremely important, despite 
our common area [21]. This accumulated negativity, which led 
to a belief that Bulgarian higher education is of low quality, 
is a serious challenge at the present moment of development.

Higher education and the quality of secondary education

The third element is the increased number of bilinguals, 
i. e. children and students for whom Bulgarian is not their 
mother tongue, and the quality of secondary education. Prob-
ably many people will say that this does not concern higher 
education, however the answer is unequivocal — it does concern 
it and to a great extent!? The answer to this question is direct-
ly related to the quality of higher education, i. e. to the level 
of knowledge, skills and competences with which the students 
graduate from our universities. It is true that the problems of 
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this element are concentrated in secondary education, but the 
increase in the percentage of secondary school graduates (grad-
ual reduction of early school leaving) leads to the inclusion of 
more and more representatives of this group in the group of 
secondary school graduates and their transition to the next 
education level. It is no secret that secondary education does 
not show particularly successful results, as a number of stud-
ies show its level. In this continuous process, higher education 
must comply with this level and if it does not, it is left without 
the necessary number of students. The dilemma in this case is 
quite serious. Comparing to the previous element of migration, 
this is a very serious challenge for the academic community. 
Shouldn’t this level be associated with the declining require-
ments for entering certain programs of study, as well as the 
shortage of applicants to fill university places? All three dis-
cussed elements are related to human resource management, 
both inside and outside universities. The question of today’s 
transformations of social relations is whether and how univer-
sities can fit into them and influence policies, incl. those for 
managing demographic processes [22–24].

Higher education and its usefulness in the country’s policies

The modernization of higher education goes through an 
assessment of the capacity of the teaching and scientific po-
tential of higher education in its participation in the social 
development of the country. Although there is no unified study 
on this topic, apart from the existing Act for the Development 
of Academic Staff and the registers certifying the actual state 
of this potential, its importance is emphasized at all levels. 
In the context of the demographic problems discussed above, 
that affect higher education, it is important to take into ac-
count the participation of academic potential in solving these 
issues, i. e. the possibility of the country’s academic potential 
to be actively involved in policy and strategies formulation 
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and implementation, that will improve the situation [22]. In 
addition to the definition of academic staff, which is usual-
ly recognized by the main activities /teaching and research/, 
another can be added — involvement in economic and social 
processes in general. This does not diminish, but defines the 
role of this group as extremely important in these management 
processes. The higher education sector is key to the transition 
to a knowledge society and the preparation of human resources 
to achieve it. In this sense, it is clear that universities have 
enough resources and capacity to be at the center of strategic 
solutions of the demographic problem to offer effective and 
right solutions. On the one hand, because they offer the re-
search methodologies, have sufficient databases, can form com-
plex teams, have contacts on international level to apply good 
practices. On the other hand, universities deal with the younger 
generations, know their mentality and mood and so working 
with them allows to create solutions, to direct the development 
of young people in a direction that promotes participation in 
social processes that are not focused only on personal careers. 
On the third hand, because university staff want young gener-
ations to be very interested in working for the development of 
the country, to choose Bulgarian universities, to fill the banks 
with staff of Bulgarian science and industry. Representatives 
of the academic community are not always desired and wanted 
as participants in the formation of policies, strategies, pro-
grammes and projects, but in practice this is the right way. 
Moreover, in many universities there are programmes of study 
close to the issue of demography. In a number of universities, 
it is appropriate to introduce courses or programmes of study 
related to demography. This can happen on the basis of strong 
differentiation and horizontal expansion of specializations in 
higher education, as well as taking into account the fact that 
higher education depends on the external social conditions in 
which it operates, including demographic ones [22]. The Euro-
pean Parliament called for “engaged higher education institu-
tions” back in 2012, in a resolution on modernizing Europe’s 
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higher education systems, and encouraged: “higher education 
institutions to engage more intensively with their regions and 
establish dynamic collaborative actions with regional govern-
ments, local councils, public bodies, non-governmental orga-
nizations and small and medium- sized enterprises to enhance 
regional development”. The involvement of the academic staff 
in the work of a number of state institutions (for instance: the 
Ministry of Labour and Social Policy), which is of course a bi-
lateral process, can be increased, for instance, by establishing 
permanent scientific advisory bodies (councils) to rule on all 
issues related to the Bulgarian demographic development and 
the relevant specific policies. There are no members of these 
bodies more suitable than scientists and academic professors — 
sociologists, economists, educators and others. The problem is 
multifaceted and needs comprehensive research, analysis and 
development of strategies in many areas. The role of the state 
must be taken into account in determining and involving in 
decision making of the academic community the political, eco-
nomic and social priorities of the state.

The academic community owes the younger generations on 
the second issue — migration. Because the decision of young 
people to study abroad is often made without being well-in-
formed about the state of higher education in Bulgaria, i. e. 
what programmes and what level of education they offer. The 
impulsive decision “I want to study abroad” is inefficient and 
sometimes wrong. Probably it is part of the reasons why many 
young people who went to study abroad immediately after high 
school study for a very long time, most of them do not grad-
uate, some return to our country, but few of them continue 
their education. Only the admission campaigns themselves are 
insufficient for the secondary education graduates to be in-
formed well enough about the possibilities of higher education 
in our country.

Also, little do the applicants directories do in this regard, 
some of which require higher education to be understood. The 
live connection between universities and high schools is man-
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datory, but it must be long-term and permanent. It is really 
difficult to bring up and educate young generations through-
out the period of their growing up. In addition to the direct 
connection between higher and secondary education, the higher 
commitment of universities to the topic will create an appropri-
ate public environment that can have a targeted impact on this 
process. Part of this social environment are the parents, who in 
most cases are promoters of studying abroad, but again without 
having enough information about the state of higher education 
in our country. Very often they are guided by the belief that 
in our country almost everything is bad [25]. The role of the 
academic staff is to disseminate and share knowledge, infor-
mation, to play the role of educator in the most general sense 
of the word. This will in no way lower, on the contrary, it will 
increase the authority of the teacher and the scholar. Another 
important factor is the effort of the academic community in 
promoting and incorporating democratic values, in providing 
an environment for achieving inclusive and sustainable growth, 
which cannot happen without a strategic change in attitudes 
towards demographic problems. The universities should concen-
trate their activity to provide physical information and com-
munication access to the university structures, programmes 
and research, as well as knowledge transfer. Another focus in 
this direction is advertising. Why is it possible for the Global 
Education Platform to be advertised in all possible ways, and 
Bulgarian higher education is satisfied with a short exposition, 
information about which appears sporadically. It is not good 
to promote higher education through awards for enrollment in 
a given university, which is the only information that reaches 
the public channels. The advertising that works for every uni-
versity are its achievements. In good universities even internal 
advertising is at a pretty high level. We often tend to point out 
the problems, the negative details and this creates conditions 
for a negative environment in society, hostility and outflow 
of interest. Local communities do not know the academic com-
munity and each university has excellent lecturers and good 
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scholars who can present them to the public. Knowledge is not 
meant just for the “behind the fence” of the university. Pub-
licity is mandatory if we want others to like us and in order to 
be liked — they must know us. There are positive examples in 
this regard, when, for example, a municipality starts working 
with the universities on its grounds, when the partnership 
becomes visible to the community, the interest in receiving 
education in these universities increases significantly. There 
is no one else to improve the situation of a lack of interest in 
Bulgarian universities except the universities themselves. An 
example of municipal scholarships at a university on municipal 
territory does a wonderful job. In this regard, student councils 
would also be of good assistance. They are not just an element 
of sports or election events, but examples to show that uni-
versities can solve municipal problems. It is time to include 
criteria related to usefulness for society in the evaluations of 
universities and the quality of higher education. Otherwise, 
the rating system is becoming a self-service system that will 
not lead to smart growth or knowledge economy, formulated 
with the Lisbon Strategy in 2000, but still unattainable. There 
is no way to quickly overcome the challenges posed by the de-
mographic crisis, at least for now. Let us make more efforts 
to reach spiritual maturity and elevation and not just focus on 
survival. So that our movement forward is accompanied not by 
decline, but by the meaning of successful development!

1.4. Measuring science as a way to indicate its 
importance

Over the last years a lot has been said and recorded about 
“measuring” science, about its quality and criteria for deter-
mining its importance and value, i. e. determining its social ef-
ficiency. It is an interesting initiative both from a professional 
and research point of view. The process includes at least two 
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parties: those who create science and those who evaluate it or, 
to be more precise, who use it. It is highly probable that the 
attitude of the parties towards the result will differ. In order 
not to make it seem too primitive and consumerist, we should 
consider it as a process that is too complicated, both for its 
reporting and assessment. Historically, the benefits of various 
scientific discoveries came much later, even after the death of 
their creators. This presents researchers of this process with 
a number of complex tasks that are difficult to define, measure 
and analyze. Taking into account both the historical factors 
and the strong dynamics of our current social development, we 
should look for an appropriate assessment form, as well as a way 
to reflect this scientific and research process in an appropriate 
and best possible way. Such process cannot be separated or de-
fined independently, because it has become integrated into our 
existence and its accomplishments have become part of our lives.

Science as a tool for social development

The challenges of seeking answers to questions in terms 
of their usefulness, efficiency and effectiveness are related to 
a definite and accurate knowledge of these processes and their 
impact on the entire social process in which they take place, 
or, to be more precise, are part of it. The impact of science on 
our development is a process that itself does not need to be 
proven, because its results are obvious to all. Perceiving sci-
ence as something abstract and incomprehensible would rather 
harm the process of its understanding and evaluating. Numer-
ous state and public institutions, Ministry of education and 
science of Bulgaria being one of them, are devoted to this task 
as part of their obligations. By developing and implementing 
different models and techniques in this directions there always 
will be support and opposition. However, in no way should this 
frighten, offend or discourage any of the parties. Achieving 
maximum justice is already a strong motivation to keep on 
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going in the direction of objectifying the essential processes 
related to the scientific and research activities. Moreover, over 
lifelong existence it has been proven that the progress is related 
to scientific breakthroughs that are part of human experience 
[26–27]. Very often people perceive things quite pragmatically 
and are satisfied with the explanation that their present state is 
acceptable enough. The changes are rather unwanted or fright-
ening because we associate them with ourselves. The academic 
community is quite conservative in its pointviews and is per-
ceived as self-sufficient. This acceptable way may be relatively 
good for a certain period of time, but it is by no means accept-
able and progressive for the development of these processes.

The term “process” is complicated enough in the sense we 
use it, because on the one hand, it is continuous and has a num-
ber of characteristic features, complexity and even contradic-
tions. It should be considered, defined and analyzed by all its 
participants, but mostly by those who will benefit from it, i. e. 
the people. Other way it will be just a pseudoscience that will 
bring satisfaction to a man himself without being useful to 
others. You will agree that the main benefit in this direction 
is the applicability of everything that scientists and researchers 
do. Historically, this has been repeated many times over the 
years, and in many cases scientific discoveries have been ac-
cepted and valued much later. Accepting or denying a certain 
scientific activity demands its understanding and approval by 
the society, which is not always an easy and achievable task 
from any point of view and sometimes impossible for a scien-
tist. Usually, scientific discoveries, researches or scientific 
projects are published in specialized publications that are avail-
able to a limited number of users who are engaged in this ac-
tivity or these publications have limited access which in most 
cases is paid. This additionally complicates the process of their 
approval. Due to the need of scientific research to be published 
in databases with reviewed content, i. e. those that contain sci-
entific information of high value and are peer-reviewed, they 
have become publications with closed or limited access to this 
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information. This is understandable, considering the effort and 
hard work of respective teams or specific researchers to get 
feedback and be assessed in an appropriate and аcceptable man-
ner. On the other hand, the scientists’ work should reach larg-
er number of people, since it is them who will potentially ben-
efit from scientific achievements. For this reason, the scientists 
and researchers have no other choice but to constantly present 
their thesis statements, projects and discoveries on various 
forums in order to reach the consumer through different online 
information channels. This explanation sounds pretty simplis-
tic, but it is relatively true. Sometimes one scientific research 
is presented, promoted and shown at a number of scientific 
conferences, round tables, symposia and exhibitions, which 
makes its validation rather a complicated and continuous pro-
cess. This is especially true for social sciences. The resistance 
of the scientific community in such cases is very strong, be-
cause the search for non-traditional approaches in the valida-
tion of research violates the generally accepted slowliness of 
the process. This “irritates” the scientific community, which is 
quite introverted and even rigid in its understanding of the 
promotion of scientific works. In our opinion, almost all ways 
of presenting scientific work are acceptable, providing that 
they ensure satisfactory results and reliable and true feedback 
and useful information. The relationship between authors (cre-
ators) and users needs to be more than just warm and sincere 
in order to identify omissions, drawbacks or imperfections in 
a sufficiently accurate and correct manner [28]. The amend-
ments to the Academic Staff Development Act and the Regula-
tions of its implementation in Bulgaria are aimed at finding 
answers to these questions, by creating a system of criteria that 
is measurable for the respective field of higher education and 
professional field. This system is managed by the National 
centre for information and documentation at the Ministry of 
education and science. Whether the quantitative measures em-
bedded in this model can provide the required quality coverage 
is difficult to say and the answer would rather be no. 
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Nevertheless, this system creates a certain order and visibility 
of the results, but it is difficult to talk about objectivity. Es-
pecially considering that different assessment and acceptabili-
ty systems and different requirements take place at different 
times. Meeting certain up-to-date criteria sometimes leads to 
the inability of some scientists to provide adequate informa-
tion, an additional difficulty being the information on paper 
from older periods, which can not be ignored or denied. This 
does not diminish the efforts made in this direction to intro-
duce uniform requirements for habilitation period to obtain 
academic positions “Associate Professor” and “Professor”, as 
well as academic degree “Doctor” and “Doctor of Science”. Sci-
entific works are divided in compliance with certain profession-
al fields and several main areas are of particular importance. 
These include articles and reports published in scientific jour-
nals, peer-reviewed and indexed in world- known scientific da-
tabases; articles and reports published in non-peer-reviewed 
journals with scientific review or published in edited collective 
volumes; citations in monographs and collective volumes with 
scientific review; citations or reviews in non-peer-reviewed 
journals with scientific review; supervision of a student who 
has successfully defended their PhD dissertation; published 
university or school textbook, etc. Scientific works published 
in Web of Science and Scopus databases of peer-reviewed liter-
ature are of particular value. The requirements for such pub-
lications are high and the assessment of the published works is 
excellent. Naturally, the assessment is a matter of perception 
of the scientific work by the relevant evaluating (registering) 
body as one of the main criteria in determining the quality of 
the scientific activity of the individual and the institution as 
a whole. All this is directly connected to various rating systems 
that take into account certain articles in certain publications 
and rank the institution according to these indicators, includ-
ing citations to these scientific reports, articles or communica-
tions. Such method seems quite acceptable and adequate as an 
assessment technique, but the result does not always match the 
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reality. The scientific community of Bulgaria regularly per-
forms such assessment and at the end of each year it presents 
the results of the previous one. The assessment period is not 
chosen by chance. The indexing of the relevant publications in 
the two main databases is a long period, in some cases lasting 
more than a year. Sometimes there is a chance that part of the 
publishing activity of some scientists is not correctly and ac-
curately reported. Some universities owe their progress to one 
or several scientists who have become a team and have estab-
lished themselves in the scientific community and are therefore 
free to publish their works in such publications. This to some 
extent distorts the presented information and leads to quanti-
tative accumulations that do not correspond to the overall as-
sessment of the institution. In some cases, if we exclude these 
few scientists from the relevant higher education institution 
or scientific organization, the obtained data will be insignifi-
cant. The “detachment” of research from social development in 
general is also a major and important issue. The questions we 
should ask ourselves are: what is this for? When and how will 
it be useful to us? Will it be useful to us at all? We should 
exclude purely theoretical developments, which themselves have 
a different meaning and necessity. In recent years, the Ministry 
of education and science in connection with the Implementation 
of the national policy related to regular monitoring and assess-
ment of research activities (State Gazette, issue 54 dated 
29/06/2018) performs an Assessment of the research activities 
carried out by universities and research organizations and the 
Research fund. Assessment is made on the basis of individual 
cards of each institution that contain: objective information 
received from international databases and verified by the as-
sessed organizations and universities; financial statement for 
the funds spent on research projects, under agreements with 
industrial manufacturers, etc. and those reflecting the exploita-
tion of scientific results, as well as data from the national 
register of PhD students and doctors of science who has suc-
cessfully defended their dissertation during the year. The 
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biggest share in the overall assessment based on the system of 
criteria and indicators belongs to the Bulgarian academy of 
sciences (BAS), which objectively reflects the real situation. We 
should take into account the main purpose and activity of the 
institution itself, which provides an answer to its defined, lead-
ing and dominant position [1, 15, 19–20, 29–30].

Regarding the other leading institutions: St. Kliment 
Ohridski Sofia University, Medical University of Sofia, Uni-
versity of Chemical Technology and Metallurgy of Sofia and 
Technical University of Sofia together with BAS, they deter-
mine almost 2/3 of the total contribution to the overall assess-
ment. The scientific research activity is mainly concentrated in 
the capital in the largest universities. This practically defines 
Sofia as a primary and most important centre of all areas of 
this assessment. Given the uneven territory distribution of the 
assessed institutions, caused by various reasons, the historical 
development is also significant. Outside the capital, there are 
several other research centres with a defined contribution to 
the overall assessment, located in the cities of Plovdiv, Var-
na, Ruse, Stara Zagora and Burgas. In fact, even the largest 
universities outside the capital are located in these cities. The 
overall assessment lacks a considerable contribution of one of 
the largest Bulgarian universities — University of national and 
world economy of Sofia. The research defines separate scientif-
ic areas using criteria and indicators and the same is done in 
terms of distribution of scientific publications to the respective 
scientific field by Scopus and Web of Sciеnce databases. These 
databases distribute scientific works based on criteria and indi-
cators that do not always correspond to our assessment system, 
thus the information is incompatible. This can sometimes dis-
tort or change the ranking in scientific fields. In most cases the 
distribution of scientific works is determined by the journal or 
the publications of the scientific conference in which they are 
included. It does not always reflect the essential standpoints 
of scientific work. However, such change does not affect the 
overall assessment of the higher education institution. Thus, 
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the ranking by scientific fields includes higher education in-
stitutions that do not perform such scientific research in these 
fields. It is possible for scientists who perform certain scien-
tific activity to conduct a research in other or several scien-
tific areas. This complements and provides more information 
on the areas of interest of the scientists and researchers of 
the particular organization. Quantitative indicators for dif-
ferent scientific areas are quite different in absolute values, 
thus their direct comparison is impossible and in most cases 
inaccurate and even incorrect. For instance, some universities 
are still on top of the rankings even though their key areas of 
research and education differ from the specific area by which 
they are ranked. Generally speaking, we can conclude that fi-
nancial resources are being invested in these activities, this 
way supporting and encouraging them. Detailed analysis helps 
establish that one or two prominent scientists specialized in the 
specific area can drastically change the overall results, which 
to some extent distorts the assessment in the relevant scientific 
area. Excluding the data from this overall assessment radically 
changes the ranking of institutions. An interesting detail is 
that leading scientists in certain areas form over 65% of the 
overall results for the institution, sometimes even reaching 
90%. This raises the question of whether these institutions 
could “claim” scientific capacity in this area or whether these 
exceptions should be presented separately and not be includ-
ed in the overall assessment. The relatively poor performance 
of higher education institutions of economic studies is rather 
worrying. Only the University of National and World Economy 
of Sofia is in 7th position after institutions such as the Higher 
education institution of telecommunications and posts of Sofia, 
Vasil Levski National Military University of Veliko Tarnovo 
and Angel Kanchev University of Ruse. General tendency in 
the development of research is based on certain quantitative 
measures (Fig. 6). We should accept it under certain conditions 
taking into account the Bulgarian peculiarities and the respec-
tive results of the previous years.
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Celia Luterbacher from Switzerland expressed an inter-
esting opinion that the international scientific community is 
guided by one ruthless principle “I publish, therefore I exist”. 
According to her, we pay too much attention to the quantita-
tive results that only take into account number of publications 
and citations. The authorities of Switzerland prepare a reform 
aimed to initiate some changes in this direction. “In the last 
years the quantitative results more often prevail over the qual-
itative ones, contributing to lower motivation among scientists, 
not to mention that this approach will eventually reduce the 
quality of scientific research. All this should involve a change 
in the national strategy, which takes into account the various 
disciplinary and institutional requirements, by applying differ-
entiated assessment practices”. While evaluating the current 
scientific capacity of Bulgaria, the authors of the research 
report some difficulties in collecting data, the reason being 
related to incomplete information about publishing activity and 
citation in the databases used and especially that related to the 
Bulgarian academy of sciences and the Academy of agricultural 
sciences. For objectivity of the information and assessment of 

Figure 6. Tendency in the research development
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the respective citation contribution in 2018 the authors used 
the period from 1985 to 2018. For this purpose, the quotation 
coefficient in the respective formula is adjusted from 0.5 to 
0.05, which also changes the role of publications in the overall 
assessment, as well as does not allow the comparison of the re-
sults from the previous year. The results of scientific activity 
monitoring performed by higher education institutions show 
that the main scientific organizations are concentrated in the 
capital, which is completely logical, considering that the main 
scientific infrastructure is also situated there. Higher educa-
tion institutions engaged in scientific activities in Bulgaria in-
clude: Bulgarian academy of sciences, which is the undisputed 
leader, followed by St. Kliment Ohridski Sofia University, Med-
ical University of Sofia, Technical University of Sofia and the 
only university outside the capital — Medical University of 
Plovdiv. Some other universities showing high results are the 
University of Chemical Technology and Metallurgy of Sofia, 
Paisiy Hilendarski University of Plovdiv, Agricultural Acade-
my, Dr. Paraskev Stoyanov Medical University of Varna, Thra-
cian University of Stara Zagora and Neofit Rilski Southwestern 
University of Blagoevgrad. It is noteworthy that out of total of 
52 higher education institutions in the country only 11 meet 
the acceptable criteria for intensive and qualitative scientific 
activity, and 19 have a critically low level of their activity. 
Practically, there are two main scientific and educational cen-
tres already existing in Bulgaria, located in Sofia and Plovdiv, 
whereas the rest still have a lot of work to do to catch up and 
there is a large group of universities with really low results.

New scientific centres are emerging in the cities of Varna 
and Stara Zagora, however Varna, Ruse and Burgas can be 
characterized as changing for the worse. Interpretations of the 
recommendations of the Annual Report of the Ministry are 
quite curious. They are divided into five groups, as follows 
[31]:

— The assessment and monitoring of the scientific activ-
ity of 2018 shows a serious discrepancy between the achieved 



64

Venelin Terziev. Higher education system and labour market policies in Bulgaria...

results and the reality, which requires a serious reconsider-
ation of the policies for reorganization and consolidation of 
the scientific potential by concentrating resources in functional 
associations of higher education institutions and scientific or-
ganizations. For example, if activity of 4 research departments 
focuses on the same scientific area and they are located on the 
territory of one settlement, they should be reorganized by unit-
ing around one of them, that shows the highest results, and by 
concentrating the largest financial resource there.

— Universities with a small number of publications in 
international databases report a large number of defended dis-
sertations for academic degree “Doctor” or “Doctor of Science”. 
This raises doubts about the quality of those works. The Na-
tional assessment and accreditation agency should give sig-
nificantly more weight to the publications visible in renowned 
international databases when making decisions on accreditation 
of master’s and doctoral programmes.

— It is advisable to differentiate research universities, 
which are in the first group of the ranked ones, by introducing 
new methods for their subsidizing from the state budget and 
appropriate prioritization in funding through the mechanisms 
of the national research programmes.

— Extremely high importance in the formula for achieved 
results evaluating is placed on publications and patents cita-
tions. In most cases, the importance of citations is almost ten 
times greater than that of scientific papers, despite the coeffi-
cient used to reduce their importance twice. A large part of the 
publications belongs to first-rate scientific journals, assessed 
according to strict criteria by the respective journals (group Q1 
publications). Citation should not be neglected, especially for 
a smaller scientific community such as that in Bulgaria, but it 
should not be given such importance. The documents of the as-
sessment agencies in the UK and France, which were presented 
in 2017, do not take into account the number of citations at 
all. OECD reports also do not recommend using citation indexes 
and results when evaluating scientific activity.
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— Bulgarian academy of sciences, as well as the Agricul-
tural academy institutes specializing in research predominant-
ly, should be considered separately from the Higher education 
institutions, which are engaged in various activities. Medical 
universities are a special group in the ranking due to several 
factors. Above all, it is the inclusion of most of their academic 
staff in medical and diagnostic activities, along with teaching 
and research. This, in turn, leads to constant affiliation of 
the academic staff with both the university and the medical 
institution.

Bulgaria lags significantly behind Greece (approximate-
ly 4 times) and all other countries (from 20 to 50%) when it 
comes to published scientific works, like documents in Wo S. 
However, while the Bulgarian research staff is more or less on 
the same level as that of Croatia, compared to other countries 

Figure 7. Dynamics of scientific results (number of publications 
in WoS) from 2008 to 2018 of some EU member states and Serbia 

comparing to Bulgaria
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Figure 8. Dynamics of publications of top 10% from 2008 to 2018 
of some EU member states and Serbia comparing to Bulgaria

it is significantly smaller — 20% (Slovakia) and even twice 
(Greece, Slovenia), considering the active population in these 
countries (Fig. 7).

After the introduction of Regulations on the scientific ac-
tivity monitoring and assessment carried out by universities 
and research organizations in September 2015, there is stability 
of the results in Bulgaria, as well as of the publications of the 
top 10%, compared to the results of 2015. This, however, is 
insufficient (Fig. 8).

The coefficient of the Normalized Citation Impact from 
2008 to 2018 of some EU member states and Serbia compar-
ing to Bulgaria shows that the scientific impact of the results 
obtained in Bulgaria is above the world average by 15% and 
according to this indicator Bulgaria is significantly ahead of 
Croatia, Serbia and Slovakia (Fig. 9). Bulgaria is a modest 
innovator and remains the least performing country in the 
EU-28 due to its structural underfunding, complicated proce-
dures to access project funding, fragmented funding in various 
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fields, weak science- education-business connection and lack of 
strategic focus on interventions in this area. The innovation 
index of Bulgaria is not only considerably lower than average 
for the EU (33%), but also decreases rapidly in absolute terms 
and relative share compared to the EU average from 2011 to 
2013 (from 44% to 33%). It is noteworthy that these poor re-
sults are significantly affected by the low funding of research 
and development activities in the public sector as a percentage 
of GDP, weak innovation activity of small and medium- sized 
enterprises and by the strong orientation of the research sys-
tem in Bulgaria to basic science. The commercialization of the 
results is a major weakness of the Bulgarian research system. 
There are only very limited frameworks to support collabora-
tion between public research organizations, universities and 
the private sector. Exchange and support systems are not suf-
ficiently developed to facilitate the transfer of knowledge, the 

Figure 9. Dynamics of the Normalized Citation Impact from 2008 
to 2018 of some EU member states and Serbia comparing  

to Bulgaria
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creation of university spin-off companies and to attract (ven-
ture) capital. Public policies do not promote long-term sustain-
able partnerships between all parties involved in innovation. 
The analysis of the results outlines a serious reason for this 
weakness, especially in terms of cooperation between research 
organizations and business in Bulgaria.

The Bulgarian chamber of commerce and industry publishes 
official data showing that Bulgarian companies are not pre-
pared to implement innovations independently (only 23% of 
entrepreneurs have expressed such readiness) or to commission 
universities and research organizations to develop new products. 
This lack of collaboration and mutual trust between research 
organizations and enterprises together with negative experi-
ence in commercialization of the research results of scientific 
organizations and businesses is one of the main reasons for the 
country’s low innovative activity (ranking last in the EU). Not 
surprisingly, patent activity is also very low. Therefore, special 
efforts are needed to bring together the interests of research or-
ganizations and businesses, as well as to actively support and en-
courage their collaboration. The analysis of the state of research 
in Bulgaria carried out by the Ministry of education and science 
outlines the weaknesses as to the quality of services provided 
by parties of the public research sector, as well as the potential 
for development of research and innovation. The main problem 
in this area is weak cooperation with business, in particular:

 – Lack of coordinated actions related to research and in-
novation;

 – Lack of modern scientific and innovative infrastructure; 
Fragmented institutional environment;

 – Low share of funding on a competitive basis and low 
overall funding rate;

 – Unfavourable age profile;
 – Insufficient interaction between research organizations 
and companies.

There are also some strengths supporting market- oriented 
change. These include good traditions in the natural scienc-
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es, preserved scientific schools and high publishing activity in 
some areas relevant to emerging technologies (physics, chem-
istry, materials science, biochemistry and molecular biology, 
medicine, pharmaceutical and engineering sciences), cultur-
al diversity combined with specific national identity, strong 
orientation of researchers towards international cooperation, 
positive attitude of the society towards education and science. 
However, these strengths shall be compliant with the objectives 
and priority areas of the National strategy for implementing 
the innovative potential of the research system. We need to 
work on adaptability and sustainability of the potential through 
a stronger emphasis on market signals and ways to attract pri-
vate investors. New and well-equipped research infrastructures 
are important elements of ecosystems in the field of research 
and development and innovation. The analysis identifies the fol-
lowing negative trends in the state of research infrastructure:

 – obsolete facilities and inefficient exploitation of the ex-
isting ones;

 – lack of an advanced approach to administrative and fi-
nancial management of the existing infrastructure in 
basic organizations;

 – lack of professionals and qualified employees to work 
with the facilities and their users;

 – lack of coordination and complementarity of the available 
modern facilities within one organization or between 
different organizations;

 – lack of equipment concentration and, in some cases, 
a highly individual approach and duplication of equipment.

Prepared diagnostic review of the research infrastructure 
and equipment in Bulgaria confirms the lack of sufficient mod-
ern infrastructures that meet modern requirements for research 
and innovation. Out of a total 161 research infrastructures 
in Bulgaria, 12 are of European importance (7%), 84 are of 
national importance (52%) and 65 are of regional importance 
(40%). About 30% of all infrastructure has been in operation 
for the last 15 years or more, and 70% of infrastructure has 
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attracted between 25,000 and 100,000 euros per year for the 
last five years.

The lack of sufficient funding in the field of research and 
innovation, especially in infrastructures outside Sofia, leads to 
the impossibility to develop potential for smart specialization in 
Bulgaria. Generally, the diagnostic review identifies the need 
to support the best-developed infrastructures, with potential in 
the thematic areas at national and regional level.

The improvement of the infrastructure will significantly 
expand the opportunities of Bulgarian scientists to conduct 
high-quality research at a global level and will support the 
development of high-tech industry in Bulgaria. The problems 
identified above can be solved by increasing the participation of 
Bulgarian scientific organizations in joint European initiatives 
and infrastructures. In view of the insufficient resources, and 
as a way to adapt the research capacity to the needs described 
above, its main objectives include:

 – Support for the research development policies described 
in the National strategy for research development until 
2030 by addressing the priorities and reflecting the agenda 
for the creation of scientific infrastructures;

 – Identification of the priorities for sustainable development 
of scientific infrastructures until 2023, by upgrading 
the Diagnostic review of scientific Infrastructures and 
equipment, which revealed gaps, but also the potential 
for smart specialization in Bulgaria through policies in 
the field of research and innovation.

1.5. Shared knowledge and changes in the higher 
education system in Bulgaria

The definition of Open Science states that it is a summa-
rizing concept of the movement that aims to make research 
and research results accessible to all interested people, ama-
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teurs and professionals. It includes the publication of open 
research works, campaigns for open access, the encourage-
ment of scientists to practice open-notebook science, and the 
facilitation of scientific work and the publication of scientific 
knowledge in general. The movement dates back to the 17th 
century with the advent of the first scientific journals, when 
the public need for access to scientific knowledge led groups 
of scientists to start sharing resources and working collec-
tively [32]. Today, there is a debate about the extent to which 
scientific information should be shared [33]. The conflict is 
between the desire of scientists to have access to shared re-
sources and the desire of individuals to earn when others use 
their resources [34]. An article in the journal “Az Buki”, issue 
1/2021, under the title “Open science — the mission is possi-
ble” makes an attempt to justify this possibility in Bulgaria 

[35]. The introduction of open access to scientific information 
and scientific data in our country is related to the priorities 
set in national strategic documents for the development of 
science, research, innovation and dissemination of scientific 
achievements. The Operational Plan for implementation of the 
first stage of the National Strategy for Research Development 
in the Republic of Bulgaria 2017–2030 and the national con-
cept for application of the principle of open access to scientific 
information analyse the trends in the development of open 
science and set the necessary steps, actions and preconditions 
for approving the open access initiative. The creation of the 
Bulgarian portal for open access to scientific information is an 
important step in the process of development of open science 
in our country. The portal is maintained by the Minister of 
Education through the National Center for Information and 
Documentation (NACID) in implementation of a European rec-
ommendation dated April 25, 2018 on access to scientific in-
formation and its storage. The Bulgarian Open Science Portal 
is part of the implementation of the large- scale task to unite 
and freely access all results of research in Bulgaria, funded 
by public funds.
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In addition, all scientists who wish to provide open access 
to their publications are encouraged to publish in the portal and 
its repository, even if they are not publicly funded. This will 
ensure the widest possible access to scientific publications and 
this will contribute to the development of science and its dis-
semination among society. Joint efforts and coordinated actions 
of all interested people will create the conditions for the suc-
cess and sustainability of open science in Bulgaria. According 
to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights adopted by the 
United Nations, each person has the right to freely participate 
in the cultural life of society, to enjoy the arts, participate in 
scientific progress and enjoy its achievements. Everyone has 
the right to protect their moral and material interests that are 
the result of any work of science, literature or art of which 
they are an author. The genesis of open science movement is 
based on the inalienable human rights defined in Art. 27 of the 
UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights. The phenomenon 
is multi- layered and has gained global importance nowadays. 
A number of organizations at global, regional, national and 
institutional level are involved in open science. The main ones 
are few. At the 40th session of the UNESCO General Confer-
ence, the Member States instructed the organization to develop 
an international tool for setting open science standards in the 
form of a recommendation. This process is expected to lead 
to the adoption of the document in 2021. The Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) published 
a report entitled: “Making open science a reality”. It reviews 
policies in this field. Evidence of the impacts of the promotion 
of open science and open data is analysed. Legal barriers and 
solutions for greater access to research data are also explored. 
It describes the key participants and their roles and evaluates 
the progress in the OECD and selected not-member countries 
based on a study of the latest policy trends. The European 
Union has made the greatest progress in promoting open sci-
ence as movement, politics and culture. A number of European 
Commission’s initiatives and documents are tracing the way 
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for turning the open science into reality. Amongst the lead-
ing documents is the Amsterdam call for action towards open 
science from 2016. It describes clearly and in detail the steps 
to be taken, as well as the EC recommendation dated 25 April 
2018 on access to scientific information and its storage. For the 
purposes of the movement, a platform for open science policy 
has been set up, where latest news, events, publications on the 
subject are uploaded. Open science is often defined as a sum-
marizing term that includes various actions aimed at removing 
the barriers for sharing any kind of output, resources, methods 
and instruments at each stage of the scientific research process. 
Open access to publications, open research data, open-source 
software, open cooperation, open review, open research note-
book, open educational resources, open monographs, citizen 
science and research group funding are the main features of 
open science. This is a continually developing initiative that 
covers various movements aimed at sharing all types of sci-
ence resources. In the publication “Open innovation, open sci-
ence, open to the world — a vision for Europe”, the European 
Commission defines open science as a “a new approach to the 
scientific process based on cooperative work and new ways of 
diffusing knowledge by using digital technologies and new col-
laborative tools. The idea captures a systemic change to the 
way science and research have been carried out for the last 
fifty years: shifting from the standard practices of publishing 
research results in scientific publications towards sharing and 
using all available knowledge at an earlier stage in the research 
process”. The EU-funded project FOSTER is aimed at foster-
ing the practical implementation of open science in “Horizon 
2020”. Its primary aim is to contribute to a real and lasting 
shift in the behaviour of researchers and to ensure that Open 
Science becomes the norm, by providing resources for practi-
cal guidelines and trainings in the same-name portal to help 
researchers. The Open Science manual states “Open Science is 
the practice of science in such a way that others can collaborate 
and contribute, where research data, laboratory notes and other 
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research processes are freely available, under terms that enable 
reuse, redistribution and reproduction of the research and its 
underlying data and methods.

In other words, Open science is transparent and accessible 
knowledge that is shared and developed through collaborative 
networks”. Open access is one of the main aspects of Open Sci-
ence. Among the first major steps in its support is the Buda-
pest open access initiative since February 2002. The definition 
states “free internet access that allows all users to read, down-
load, copy, distribute, print, search or connect the full texts of 
these articles examining the indexing content, transfer them 
as software data or use them for any other legitimate purpose 
without financial, legal or technical barriers other than those 
who are an integral part of receiving access to the Internet. 
The only limit to reproduction and dissemination and the only 
copyright aspect in this area should be the authors’ right to 
control the integrity of their work and the right to be duly 
recognized and cited”. Budapest’s initiative was followed by 
Bethesda statement on open access publishing from 20 June 
2003, drafted at a meeting held at the headquarters of the 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute in Chevy Chase, Maryland. 
The principles are designed to “stimulate discussion within the 
biomedical research community on how to proceed, as rapidly as 
possible, to the widely held goal of providing open access to the 
primary scientific literature”. A little later, in October 2003, 
the Berlin Declaration on Open Access to Knowledge in the 
field of Natural sciences and Humanities was issued. The aim 
is to stimulate the easily accessible distribution of knowledge 
to educate the society through free online access in a sustain-
able and interactive network with interoperable software. Open 
access is defined as a practice for providing online access to 
scientific information that is free and reusable. In the context 
of research and development, open access to scientific infor-
mation relates to two main categories — scientific publications 
(mostly reviewed research articles published in academic jour-
nals) and research data (unpublished data or raw data acquired 
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during scientific research). There are two main recommended 
ways to provide open access via self-backup, or so-called “Green 
Road” — the author or his representative deposits the published 
article or the final reviewed manuscript in an online reposito-
ry before, simultaneously or after its publication [35]. There 
are many documents that define relationships and positions in 
education and science — from laws and normative documents 
to regulations, standards, ordinary rules and many more. Each 
such document has a precise and certain place in terms of 
meaning and content. Within a specific frame, everyone de-
velops pursuant to these systems — teacher, lecturer, scientist 
… which is needed, yet an insufficient condition, to be a good 
teacher, lecturer and scientist. The teacher, the lecturer, the 
scientist teaches, distribute and share knowledge. And knowl-
edge is a special category. It is not a fruit or vegetable to be 
sold or exchanged. Knowledge is a “great event” and this is how 
we should refer to it — as to something great.

What are the peculiarities of knowledge?

The Oxford English Dictionary defines knowledge as: facts, 
information and skills acquired through the experience or ed-
ucation, the theoretical or practical understanding of the sub-
ject, or what is known in a given area as a whole or awareness, 
acquired by experiencing a fact or situation. To know means 
a lot, and a little. You know a lot, but the knowledge limited 
to one’s personal space remains only individual possession. It 
brings relatively little benefit to others and society. The pow-
er of knowledge is in its sharing — either verbally expressed, 
spread, taught or written. The more you distribute the knowl-
edge, the more useful it is for a society and its development, it 
becomes alive. The shared knowledge is fundamental to human 
survival and development. Shared knowledge generates new 
ideas, creates opportunities and prospects, removes limits, cre-
ates new products and enables any development. In the business 
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environment, shared knowledge is an invaluable resource and 
a driving force for the functioning of market relations, from 
which the end user always wins. It is not accidental that open 
educational and scientific spaces are created, which even cover 
political and social initiatives (European Open Science cloud, 
European Research Area, etc.).

How do we share knowledge?

In order to share knowledge, you have to master it, you 
should not only possess someone else’s knowledge that you have 
realized, analysed, rationalized, but you should enrich it with 
your opinion, comment, or your own knowledge, acquired with 
your own efforts. Knowledge is shared in many ways, often 
not defined as such. Teaching and research work are defined 
as fundamental in knowledge sharing. To teach, distribute and 
share knowledge with others requires many other things (skills, 
experience, competencies, mastery of communication channels, 
various amplifiers, etc.) that cannot be read or found in laws 
and regulations. Beyond the documents it is required to have 
certain qualities like specific and quality creative energy, ded-
ication, self-sacrifice, understanding, empathy, sympathy, lust 
for learning, indomitable spirit, desire for discovery, indefa-
tigability, constant striving for improvement, intransigence 
and many other purely professional features. In order to be 
a good teacher, you do not have to read the textbooks or ask 
the right questions to evaluate your students, to have your 
lectures in the classroom and laboratory and write a number 
of publications to follow the path of academic growth. Being 
a good teacher and scientist is a mission that only few can 
pursue. That is why I believe that to be a good teacher means 
to be able to share knowledge so that it reaches many people 
and in a way that will create new knowledge. Then there is 
a point in living for and with knowledge. For those who share 
knowledge this is their essence and meaning, it is their belief. 
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Is everyone capable of this — to fully devote yourself to the 
point of exhaustion or not being able to do so? And even if you 
do not have such opportunity, for a number of reasons, this 
is a matter of your own development. However, knowledge is 
not only shared through teaching. Knowledge sharing is per-
formed in many ways outside of school and university. And 
these methods are no less important, because they create an 
environment and a network for process continuity. This has 
long been invented and we only apply these methods without 
thinking about the significance they bring, the effects they 
create and the influence they make. Conferences, seminars, 
congresses are the places where knowledge is shared. The same 
knowledge can and should be shared on many different forums. 
And there is nothing wrong or unnatural about that. The same 
knowledge can be described in many scientific, and not only 
scientific journals, and there is nothing wrong about that ei-
ther. Thus, it reaches a much larger and more diverse audience, 
finding its users. This way it stimulates new ideas and creates 
followers. Does knowledge need followers? One, I hope, rhetor-
ical question that has an unambiguous answer. Yes — in order 
to be shared, knowledge must have its followers. Otherwise, 
how certain ideas, thoughts, deliberations or theses will reach 
a certain community and how will they become a necessity? 
This is a contribution that not everyone can and does make. It 
is very fashionable to talk about “influencers” today. There is 
no greater “influencer” than shared knowledge. As long as we 
give it a chance and do not limit it — due to a lack of under-
standing and a desire to put it in frame. And even worse — to 
put chains on it that will keep it where someone has decided is 
its place. There have been such times and periods, but today, 
we hope they are over. Today, in the period of transition from 
automated to digital systems, the distribution of knowledge 
takes place in different ways, with the help of different meth-
ods and techniques than a century ago. Naturally, the most 
important of them is learning — formal, non-formal, informal, 
which takes place in and out of school. Furthermore, the school 
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is supported by many additional methods for distribution of 
knowledge — organized or unorganized, individual or collective. 
Many lecturers, scientists, researchers, managers and various 
specialists analyse this topic and there is always something dif-
ferent and interesting in their opinions regarding the different 
types of knowledge and the different ways of its distribution.

At the same time, many managers not only analyse, but 
also create rules by which knowledge is distributed and shared, 
and when everything is put in a certain framework, it fades 
and brings relatively little added value.

When managers create the framework “you can — you can-
not”, “you get — you do not” and this framework is formalized 
to the degree of favouritism or elimination, to the degree of 
creating friendly circles, to the degree of creating an academ-
ic layer without much contribution to knowledge, but with 
possibilities for distribution of influence — then knowledge 
also loses its main purpose, it loses a lot. It loses because the 
manager “gets” a bonus for everyone who is below him in the 
hierarchy to become “visible”. It doesn’t matter where you 
rank on the list of authors, only the number is important. 
True knowledge does not follow this pattern. It tries to come 
to the surface in different ways — informally, personally, with 
its own style. It enters new audiences, appears in front of new 
listeners and fulfils the mission of sharing and distribution. 
Whether this type of knowledge will receive a title or recogni-
tion is a matter of approach. Maybe, but not for sure! Is this 
type of knowledge useful? Yes, because it creates. Does not 
participation in various competitions through which we strive 
to engage young people to pursue teaching or research count 
as knowledge sharing? Why do we do this? Because today we 
lack leadership in knowledge. Leaders and not managers attract 
young people. Leaders do not share knowledge in order to be 
liked, but to create followers of knowledge. They are innova-
tors and they are different. They are liked if they are attrac-
tive, if they know a lot, if they know how to communicate, if 
they carry the charisma of the knowledge they have. And isn’t 



79

Chapter one. Contemporary challenges to the Bulgarian higher education system

this a new reading? Knowledge, which is distributed through 
various means, such as books, magazines (of various kinds), 
newspapers, electronic platforms and the Internet, means famil-
iarity with certain content, information about facts of various 
kinds and allows for understanding, associativity, reasoning, 
perception and discovery. Certain and different processes start 
from knowledge. Of course, all these considerations do not 
provoke a violation of the rules, but seek that change that will 
create new models of knowledge sharing. Knowledge manage-
ment and artificial intelligence are part of this unexpected 
but unavoidable process. Every mean of knowledge distribu-
tion can be referred to as knowledge sharing. To my mind, it 
is the sharing of knowledge that makes it alive, active, use-
ful, working, effective, ensuring the development not only of 
the relevant factual resource, but also generating a new one. 
Every teaching activity, no matter where — at school, univer-
sity, training center or scientific structure — is an activity of 
knowledge distribution and sharing. But not everyone who does 
it gets to the top of sharing. Knowledge sharing is a network 
activity, as the network grows to huge sizes, requiring strict 
systematization and consolidation by topic in order to be able 
to cover and to continue its development. On the one hand, 
teachers and scientists teach knowledge accumulated so far, on 
the other hand, by expressing their own opinion or adding their 
own research and studies, they enrich and further develop it. 
With a small amount of knowledge, like it was at the beginning 
of its accumulation, each newly discovered fact was usually 
named after the person responsible. This is how many laws in 
science that bear the names of their discoverers appeared. This 
is how the “Eureka” exclamation reached many people, but is 
it possible to achieve similar effect today with a publication 
that will be read by a limited number of people (and in some 
cases only by the authors)? With the accumulation of vast 
knowledge that are even difficult to systematize, this does 
not always happen, or only happens in special cases of serious 
discoveries and contributions. Recognition of the contribution 
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of anyone who has added even a little new knowledge is done 
differently. Thus, the citation of the contribution becomes an 
important element of the evaluation of this contribution to the 
development of knowledge. Nowadays, when knowledge and 
science occupy huge space in economic, social, research life 
and social development in general, it is becoming increasingly 
difficult to track contributions. Evaluating contributions to the 
development of knowledge before you, before your own work, is 
not so important for documentation as it is important from the 
point of view of recognition, of ethics in relation to everyone 
who has contributed their own development to the development 
of knowledge. Therefore, the evaluation of the contribution is 
inextricably linked to the sharing of knowledge.

The difference between evaluation and sharing is that you 
evaluate and distribute the evaluated knowledge as an original, 
but in sharing you put your own understanding or create “new 
developed knowledge”. “I believe that each of us possesses use-
ful knowledge that he or she can share with others and even 
should do it at every opportunity to help those pursuing the 
same professional path — just as he or she received assistance 
and guidance from the more experienced colleagues in the begin-
ning. From my own experience the best programmers, design-
ers, businessmen, coaches and others like being asked questions 
and give advice to people who are just starting their careers, 
changing professions or need other types of help. However, they 
are rarely asked because many people think that these experts 
are “unreachable” and are afraid to just write to them asking 
a question”, said Silvina Furnadzhieva, the site’s founder [36–
39]. Shared knowledge becomes part of every creative path, i. e., 
you can share it with different audiences, in different ways, 
adequate to those audiences, and that’s how you participate in 
the process. In this sense every way is important and valuable. 
Sometimes sharing knowledge would not be possible when a re-
search paper is published in our own university edition and only 
in Bulgarian. An unbiased assessment in this regard would be 
that the users of such knowledge are limited to the circle of our 
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colleagues and a very small number of people outside. Different 
means of knowledge sharing like publishing and distributing 
it in various scientific publications, platforms, presentations 
at conferences and seminars and last but not least in different 
languages, help expand it. The limited use of the Bulgarian lan-
guage is a kind of barrier and even an obstacle to the transfer 
of knowledge. Examples in this direction include translations 
of a number of Bulgarian writers and authors (which have been 
translated into dozens of languages), as well as of scientific 
publications presented with the same content in a number of 
scientific journals. The SSRN research platform provides de-
tailed information of this nature, which in practice proves to be 
an effective amplifier for knowledge transfer. Otherwise, it will 
remain in a closed system, and it needs to be perceived, affirmed 
and, last but not least, to be recognized by the community.

Do we regulate knowledge sharing?

We share knowledge verbally and in writing. In verbal 
knowledge sharing we can omit names, dates, positions, but it 
is not the same in written works. There, every name and year 
is important, in order to follow not only the ethical norms of 
the recognition of achievements, but also to provide that sys-
tematization which is important from a factual point of view. 
There every author’s opinion is significant, that is not “taken” 
from anyone, i. e. — this is the actually created knowledge, 
which becomes part of the general. This is where we encounter 
the terms “citation”, “self-citation”, “plagiarism”, “self-plagia-
rism” — frightening terms that can not only confuse knowledge 
sharing, but can also destroy one’s destiny. The first two terms 
are, of course, surmountable and in some cases “re-used” — ei-
ther out of reinsurance or out of a desire to create prestige in 
terms of analyticity. When it comes to using the methods of 
publishing, this can also be expressed by sharing your previous 
experience (research) and in fact each subsequent work is an 
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upgrade of the previous one. Such sharing can and is done more 
than once and it does not in any way violate the norms for the 
distribution of knowledge. And this is important because it is 
not just sharing. This is an upgrade and it becomes part of the 
general development of knowledge. In today’s science, this is 
called self-citation. The other two concepts can be compared to 
a scientist’s and a teacher’s guillotine or to sending them to 
a not very favourable group, which marks them as harmful or 
even expels them from the system. “Non-plagiarism” is a skill, 
but “plagiarism” is an inability to share knowledge. It is true 
that no one has the right to boast with other people’s achieve-
ments and other people’s knowledge. However, it is a matter 
of consideration whether someone’s knowledge is enriched and 
further developed, whether it creates value or benefits society.

When it comes to “self-plagiarism” it is difficult for me to 
give a definition — an author plagiarizes himself … If plagia-
rism literally means using someone else’s work, then self-pla-
giarism is the use of one’s own work. Something like an auto-
immune disease. Is knowledge suffering from this?

Changes in the higher education system of Bulgaria

Attempts to implement changes in our education have of-
ten made us face artificial challenges. The failed transition to 
democracy in Bulgaria has turned education from a value of na-
tional importance into one with fading functions and education 
itself into a field of relentless experiments and controversy en-
gaging a large number of target groups — universities, schools, 
teachers, students, parents, state authorities, politicians. We 
realize the risks of the new idea of the Ministry of Education 
and Science in Bulgaria to restructure higher education, but 
we will share the statement we stand for anyway. And this is 
the statement that education is at the heart of regional de-
velopment, and higher education is the foundation of smart 
growth, providing we still comply with the priorities of the 
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European Union and the world, which, even though modified in 
accordance with Covid or green deals, cannot refute this claim. 
There are several definitions that must be remembered though, 
not only as titles but as content, and one of them, perhaps the 
most important, is sustainable development. There can be no 
sustainable development unless every system is involved and 
every element becomes part of this process and participates in 
its realization. Higher education is such system. The second 
major system is regional development. We will not dwell on 
other systems, although they are very important and should not 
be neglected. Why we turn to these two systems and what the 
connection with the reform in higher education is [37, 39–40]:

 – Education, incl. higher education is the foundation for the 
development of the state and the state consists of regions 
and their balanced development is absolutely necessary.

 – Every strategic view of the development of a country 
begins with these two systems — where they prepare 
human resources, i. e. the human capital of the state and 
where this capital is realized.

 – These two systems determine the possibility of a balanced 
distribution of the population on the territory of the state.

 – The use of state resources throughout its territory de-
pends seriously on these two systems and this is not only 
sustainable development, it is part of national security.

 – The artificial relocation of existing elements of an im-
portant system on the territory of the state have never 
been successful and functional for development.

 – When talking about higher education and regional de-
velopment, we should stop believing the mantra that 
everything outside the capital is a province and of lower 
quality.

 – The good interaction between these two systems gives 
people a high degree of freedom and the right to choose.

 – For two decades we have been talking about the development 
of a knowledge- based economy, where higher education 
and regional development are pillars of such an economy.
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 – Each reform includes an assessment of traditions, cur-
rent situation and prospects /the bad thing is that the 
forecasts do not work for us easily/.

We will not follow the whole chronology of changes in 
higher education in Bulgaria, which went through the establish-
ment and development of higher institution, institutes and uni-
versities in many regions of the country to provide a basis for 
regional development through various transformations of public 
and private higher education, through the quest for every big 
city to have a college or university, until the discovery of over 
fifty such structures. Not all stages of this development are 
successful, unfortunately, but at the moment they are a fact.

We will not follow the chronology of all strategies for the 
development of higher education either, where the development 
of the regions is connected in some way with the development of 
higher education, culminating in the strategy for smart special-
ization, which later became the basis for centres of excellence 
and centres of competence to come up with the idea of such 
consolidation, which could deprive many regions of independent 
universities, which today have significant academic potential 
and are well used in some regions. If so far we have advocated 
the academic potential of universities to be seriously included 
in all development policies of individual regions, then starting 
from today this will no longer be a valid thesis, because the 
probability of consolidated structures to maintain the potential 
of structures in each region is not very high. Both from the 
point of view of the academic staff and from the point of view 
of students, who have always strived for the central structures, 
for a hierarchically higher institution, believing that the quality 
there is higher. We know that on a European and global scale, 
the innovation potential of a region is linked to the structures 
of science and higher education. Through an irrational consoli-
dation, this potential will be increasingly centralized, and if we 
connect this trend with the idea of research universities, where 
more financial resources would obviously be concentrated, the 
result of this reform is by no means encouraging for region-
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al development. Reform in higher education is necessary and 
urgent. It should focus on modernizing teaching methods and 
content and adapting them to modern social and technological 
development. Objectively, it is not possible for Industry 4.0 
to develop with Education 2.0 without, of course, taking the 
literal meaning of the words, but in many places the quality 
of higher (and not only) education can be identified with such 
identification. However, this does not mean that the created 
potential should be neglected, but it should be supported and 
directed to the development of both the regions and the state 
in accordance with its potential and specific characteristics. To 
the question whether there are many universities in Bulgaria, 
the easiest answer is “yes”, the easiest measure that could be 
applied — reduction. This answer would not be accurate enough 
and correspond to the respective realities and especially to the 
defined claims for development. We know that the evaluation 
of universities has been done, but the scientific measurements 
of the results are hardly correct and objective enough to rely 
on and that it would give everything for sustainable and intel-
ligent development. There are many other indicators needed 
(a set of indicators and criteria), some existing but neglected, 
others not yet used to make such an assessment. But this is also 
the easiest measure for young people to migrate to the centre, 
which is already overcrowded and the gradual disappearance 
of certain regions and areas is a worrying fact and tendency. 
A far better measure is the creation of university networks the 
organization of which has already started, but they are with 
megastructures — they work differently, they increase flexi-
bility, mobility, connectivity and provide a multiplier effect 
to eliminate emerging deficits and solving specific problems 
with common efforts and potential. Some time ago we con-
ducted a study on the needs of several regions in Bulgaria for 
staff with certain knowledge, skills and qualifications and saw 
the many problems the regions have to face. But they are not 
related to the large number of universities, yet to the state’s 
inability to organize policies so that the economy and education 
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move in sync and work in synergy. Unfortunately, these studies 
were not considered important by any institution, and the right 
decision was to do such studies for all regions in the country 
and to identify measures that need to be developed and due to 
which the policies would focus on strong regional development, 
which: preserves the regional human capital, raises the potential 
of the region, improves the innovative infrastructure, creates 
a balance in the economic development of the country. But the 
study was not conducted by pro-government organizations and 
therefore was not noticed. It is different to carry out targeted 
public procurement that decide specific cases for specific inter-
ests, which is most often used in the implementation or more 
precisely in motivating the implementation of national policies.

Probably such a solution is more convenient than endless 
and often unproductive discussions or oppositions, which is 
understandable. This is certainly the case in centralized de-
mocracies. Because it is known that those whose status is pre-
served will be happy to remain silent at the risk of changing 
the nature of the decision, others will be afraid of losing the 
minimum they have left. Satisfaction is for the big structures, 
which will develop at the expense of many of the others, but 
the big problems remain. There are good practices in Europe 
and the world in which educational institutions related to the 
arts are managed by the relevant Ministry of Culture. Undoubt-
edly, the capacity there, both methodologically and practically, 
is higher than in the Ministry of Education and Science. More-
over, in Bulgaria the secondary schools of arts are managed by 
the Ministry of Culture and the completion of this process as 
well as the higher schools in the field of art are structures of 
the same ministry.

There is no doubt that there is an urgent need of a reform 
that would replace the dysfunctional and problematic autono-
my. Undoubtedly, many of the policies in this area so far have 
not produced the best solutions, and even worse, the results are 
not of high quality. But this is exactly what requires the next 
reform to be designed to truly satisfy the regional development 



87

Chapter one. Contemporary challenges to the Bulgarian higher education system

of the country and to do so with clear criteria that promote 
quality — with a clear and synchronized legal framework, ac-
creditation policy, quality criteria for academic staff, which 
include along with scientific measurement indicators other im-
portant elements leading to the development of institutions 
and regions and many other steps in this direction. It is not 
possible to initiate such a reform without the participation of 
the academic community, local and regional authorities. No one 
should be afraid of public discussion, no matter how difficult 
it may be, if there are sufficient and reasonable arguments. 
Currently, such public discussion is almost non-existent or, if 
there is one, on a purely departmental basis. The questions that 
need to be asked clearly and loudly remain:

— What basis was used to make this decision?
— Are there other alternatives to the consolidation of uni-

versities, which would bring administrative, technical and tech-
nological problems at all levels and at all existing structures? 
Unified structures located 500 km away, although in the digital 
age, will not be very easy to manage. It would be even harder 
to control them.

— What was and will be the role of the National Higher 
Education Card?

— How does this reform fit in with balanced regional de-
velopment?

— Won’t there be a similar result as from the closure of 
schools in certain regions?

— The management of megastructures, although very 
tempting, does not cause a concentration of power and resourc-
es, which the government in our country does not always do 
well.

— Which country of the European Union has implemented 
such centralization of higher education?

A number of other questions can be asked, and the answers 
will be part of the planned changes in the legislation related to 
higher education in Bulgaria.
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SOCIAL SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT  
AND LABOUR MARKET POLICIES  

IN BULGARIA IN TIMES OF COVID‑19

2.1. The social system in Bulgaria facing a particularly 
new challenge in a pandemic period

Placed in a rapidly changing environment, the social sys-
tem in Bulgaria reacts slowly and with difficulty to the new 
different situation that has emerged. Even with up-to-date 
mechanisms for reporting relevant changes, it is, at least at 
this stage, incapable of responding adequately and reasonably 
to the pandemic situation created by COVID 19. To some extent 
this is anticipated by the experts in this field, because they 
are well aware of the decision- making mechanism at national 
and European level. A process that is relatively long and not 
particularly flexible to meet society’s expectations. The combi-
nation of the effects of a great number of factors on our exist-
ing social system will force it to take fast decisions during the 
crisis. Everyone is aware of the fact that making fast decisions 
is quite risky because they are objectively not backed up by an 
accurate analysis of the situation and the apparently positive 
outcomes we expect sometimes have a sufficient number of neg-
ative consequences. Labour market fluctuations have already 
begun and they are obviously covered up by the palliative mea-
sures taken by employers aiming to maintain a state of equilib-
rium for a longer period of time. Even not studied, processes 
are moving so fast and are so clearly visible that we cannot fail 
to find out the critical components. In this connection, a num-
ber of examples can be given, such as the difficulty of moving 
people and goods, limited access to a wide range of services, 
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including the guaranteed by the state similar activities carried 
out remotely or semi-remotely at a slow pace, which not only 
makes it difficult, but also impedes the normal development of 
economic processes. This is just a brief touch to the situation 
that has already occurred and analyzing it both in particular 
and in depth would give a much clearer and more accurate 
picture and it will certainly be in a sufficiently critical phase. 
Unfortunately, in times of crisis or emergency, we do not have 
enough time to do this notably valuable job and to achieve 
a good analysis that helps to make sound and correct decisions. 
The policies we use to intervene in the labour market are re-
garded as passive and active. The first group includes precise 
regulations which in one form or another have been applied 
for more than 30 years. Over this period, only the mechanism 
of determining the unemployment benefit has been changed, 
or a larger amount of cash flows (again in the form of a cash 
benefit) has been directed to one target group or another. In 
the post-1989 period, for example, it was accepted that young 
graduates should be supported and stimulated to find a suitable 
job by cash benefits for a fixed period (up to 6 months). In the 
subsequent period, this mechanism was abolished and options 
for incentives under another mechanism were sought. In peri-
ods of dramatic increases in unemployment rate (Fig. 10–11) 
[41–43] or in massive layoffs of large groups of people and 
‘quelling’ social discontent, benefits were paid off in a lump 
sum for the whole period, and it was expected that this would 
help to set up small family businesses. Under difficult condi-
tions, this did not actually happen and the expected impact on 
the primary local labour markets was either temporary or not 
realized at all. This mechanism is practically impractical in the 
current situation, or if a similar option is sought, it should be 
developed to satisfy those groups of people who would not be 
able to manage without this type of benefit in the initial phase 
of the crisis (survival benefit).

In the current situation, the mechanism of passive support 
could be improved or partially changed, although the result of 
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these actions would not be the expected one or will not respond 
to the current difficult social situation at all. The effects we 
would anticipate from a change in active social policies are 
much more interesting. In the general sense of the term, they 
are expected to be sufficiently flexible and to respond to expec-
tations, critical situations, or negative processes. There is no 
time for a detailed analysis. However, it is obvious that they 
will directly or indirectly affect almost all sectors of the econ-
omy. The current tools of the so-called active policy rely pri-
marily on the programming approach, taking advantage of the 
potentiality of a set of projects. Such competitiveness created 
expectations and attitudes during the different programming 
periods that projects would become better and more successful 
while the result would increasingly affect the respective group 
of users. The question now is whether this is possible in the 
current situation and whether we have enough time to imple-
ment a similar mechanism.

Figure 10. Unemployment rate (15 years and over,  
total for Bulgaria, quarterly data)

Source: NSI
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The temporary employment programmes (much more im-
portant in small municipalities) are recollections from the re-
cent past. They were used as economic and political tools to 
satisfy the need for engaging a large number of people in com-
munity service activities and to give the same people the op-
portunity to earn some income. This gave some reassurance to 
both government and local authorities that employment would 
be offered to those who were out of the labour market for 
a long time. Another issue is how sufficiently substantiated 
this activity was. Processes of mass layoffs of labour force 
have not been registered yet on the labour market, rather pos-
sibilities of labour legislation for collective paid leave or for 
determining the situation as a production downtime are used. 
In fact this would be great if it is evident that the critical 
situation will end in the foreseeable future. Even if we as-
sume that in the next three months the pandemic situation will 
be overcome, there will be a recovery period of not less than 
a few months, and for some of the economic entities even much 

Figure 11. Unemployment rate by years  
(percentage of active population)

Source: Eurostat
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longer. Maintaining a relatively good situation on the labour 
market in Bulgaria is possible for a very short period of time, 
and as long as these processes are already underway, it can 
be anticipated that a highly problematic and critical situation 
will occur in a month or two at most. Undoubtedly, people’s 
lives and health are of paramount importance, but it is also 
undeniable that these people must continue living in a certain 
social comfort. Both circumstances arise regardless of the fact 
whether we anticipate them and whether we are prepared for 
them. And if we are currently experiencing serious problems 
with limiting the scope for spreading a disease while trying to 
protect our health system from collapse, we should not forget 
that this system is also part of the functioning social system 
and the ongoing social processes. Without any delay, we must 
think about all the other elements of our social system. Ex-
perts, as well as everyone else, are aware of the fact that these 
elements cannot function on their own. Obviously, we make 
crisis decisions and take measures in one direction only — the 
health system. The other elements of the system still operate 
in the usual way and rhythm. Even with a delay, the processes 
will occur in the other elements of the system as well. They 
are also vulnerable, in some cases even at a greater extent. 
Here is another element of the social system’s functions — the 
educational system in its distance form of learning [14]. Some 
politicians and even experts say that we have made a leap in 
that direction, something that would have cost us at least ten 
years in the ordinary course of events. This comment refers 
to the fact that the system of primary, secondary and higher 
education functions in a distance form of learning, or at least 
that is what the governing bodies of these systems expect. It 
is difficult to accept that this ‘leap’ is as successful as it is 
presented to us. Without arguing against the potential of dig-
ital education and distance learning, it should be noted that in 
addition to technological and technical preparation, it requires 
the so called social preparation i. e. how and in what way to 
deliver what needs to reach the users digitally — pupils, stu-
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dents, workers or, generally speaking, associates. The good 
interactive methods, interactive classrooms, shared common 
electronic space are all a possibility, although not always the 
best one. Each party must be well prepared for both delivering 
and obtaining knowledge. It’s not about conveying information, 
but about knowledge. This process seems to be quite easy and 
pragmatic for people who have sufficient experience in this 
field. However, to a certain extent traditional teachers, and not 
only teachers lack skills in this direction [6, 44–50].

2.2. Labour market policies in Bulgaria  
during periods of crisis

In the initial period of building a labour market as part of 
the commodity market, its sole regulator was the mechanism 
of free competition, based on the law of supply and demand. 
Under this pressure occurred the transfer of workforce into 
more profitable industries. However, the processes of special-
ization and division of labour under the influence of scientific 
and technical innovations have made the workforce increas-
ingly professionally oriented, which has made it difficult to 
“flow” from industry to industry. Then objective reasons for 
unemployment occurred. Besides, the capital began to pool and 
concentrate, targeting monopolization and change in its spheres 
of influence. All these are the social and economic prerequisites 
for the emergence of state regulation of the labour market as 
a place for directing the workforce. Furthermore, the work-
force as a main subject for regulation is considered by us as 
labour resources. The workforce as an individual’s ability to 
work (otherwise labour is potential), and labour as an appro-
priate human activity (functioning workforce) for the purpose 
of self-sufficiency by livelihood, is presented to us as different 
functional forms of labour resources. In such context, the cor-
relation between these categories is inconsistent and subject to 
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certain logic of development. Labour resources include: labour 
reserves from permanent residents of a municipality (potential 
workforce), as well as active workforce — employed workers 
and unemployed persons. According to the range of people, 
this is the part of the working-age population (employed and 
unemployed) to which young working people (who are not yet 
18 years of age but who work under certain conditions) are add-
ed, working retirees of whom people with disabilities from the 
first and second groups are deducted. The workforce, who is in 
the stage of orientation /of the labour market/, once getting 
into the sphere of production becomes used by it. Moreover, 
in the production process are involved means of production, 
items and work tools, i. e. the material production factors. Here 
the workforce “throws away” its commodity form and becomes 
a production power (part of the production power of society). 
Thus, the role of the wage level as a basic condition for hire is 
ambiguous: the high level of wages, on the one hand, increases 
the demand for jobs from the economically active population 
and, on the other, leads to their reduction, since the employer 
wage costs are rising, and therefore manufacturing costs are 
increasing. Aiming at restricting this process, the employer 
increases the capital organic structure, releasing workforce, 
contributing for the increase of number of people who become 
unemployed. Approbation of these processes in the interests of 
following the constitutional rights of all members of the soci-
ety is an important objective of the labour market social policy 
and the field of employment. The employment sector and the 
labour market interact under the principle of “communicating 
vessels” — the greater the tension in the labour market (the ex-
cess of supply over demand), the less it is in employment sector 
and vice versa. Therefore, its status is one of the key indicators 
for all state decisions in the field of social work and joint /
tripartite/ agreements in the field of social partnership. Here 
comes the question why the issue for regulation of the labour 
market becomes so popular in Bulgaria? The point is that, the 
market transformations very unevenly encompass all units of 
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the economy, they penetrate into its internal mechanisms and 
correlations. Their management aiming the establishment of 
a united national labour market requires coordinated actions. 
A critical for the labour market moment occured during the 
period of restructuring of the Bulgarian economy from 1990 to 
1997. This period is related with the processes of privatization 
and transformation of the “socialistic” state property into pri-
vate property and the discharge of great amount of workforce. 
This process run sporadically with certain peaks and declines, 
lasting for a relatively long period of time. All this is related to 
the regulated periods of privatization by the state of the differ-
ent sectors of economy. The need to strengthen the state role in 
the regulation of the market model of employment is dictated 
by the fact that a significant part of the state sector remains 
in the field of production. Therefore, the role of the state in 
its regulation should not be diminished in the transition period 
for economic development [6–7, 44, 47, 51].

The contemporary according to their social significance 
measures for employment regulation of the economically ac-
tive population as methods for including the individual in the 
public labour aiming at receiving income and fulfilling one’s 
creativity shall bear the main load in the system of measures 
for regulation of the standard of living. In the process of econ-
omy regulation, the discrepancy between the significance and 
scale of transformations in the economy and their social cost 
is becoming increasingly apparent. The underestimation in the 
reformist social employment policy in terms of their place in 
the structure of the factors of living standards of the popu-
lation, and also their influence on the labour motivation and 
the search for livelihood, i. e. on the transformation of social- 
labour relations as a whole, took their toll. During reformation 
time the emergence of wage labour, property inequality, social 
stratification of society in terms of income makes the public 
task of reconciling the interests of all segments of the popu-
lation in the social and labour sphere quite urgent — the task 
of reaching consensus between the interests of employers and 
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the hired workers. It is also the most up-to-date objective of 
the governing system in the labour market with all its tasks. 
The discussion on the objectives of regulation of the social and 
labour sphere, including the labour market, began well before 
the reforms. Then the common belief was that the objectives, 
their regulation should result in achieving full and universal 
employment. The economics literature published after 1992 
shows attempts of reconsideration of the meaning of full em-
ployment, typical of the period of full employment and compul-
sory work. At that time, many authors associated the concept 
of “full employment” with employment of the whole working 
population with community service work [52]. Such ideas made 
formally groundless the statements of some economists about 
the possibility of treating ineffective employment as a form 
of hidden unemployment accompanying “full employment” in 
the administrative- command economy. Apart from the various 
insignificant modifications, the positions of the researchers on 
this issue are now mainly represented by two sufficiently clear 
standpoints. The first of these, as a fundamental indicator of 
full employment, is the full satisfaction of the population’s 
needs for work. The second at the foundation of full employ-
ment puts the indicator of correlation between the need of the 
population for work /labour supply/ and the solvent labour 
demand /number of jobs/. From both of these standpoints, it 
seems to us that the first one is better corresponding to the 
socio- economic goal of labour regulation, since it characteriz-
es full employment by meeting human needs and places them 
first. We believe taht the second standpoint is suffering from 
the change of the concept of “full employment” with another 
definition, which is rather a balancing act between material 
and personal factors of production. In all its importance, “bal-
ance” characterizes employment by meeting production needs 
for efficient use of labour and production capacity. This level 
of relationship is a very substantial element in the interest of 
the employer, but it does not fully reveal the interest of pub-
lic in full employment in the market economy conditions, but 
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it is one of its quantitative indicators. The interpretation of 
“full employment” as a combination of primary and secondary 
employment is also concerned, i. e. the cases where the income 
from the first employment is not enough for the worker as 
a source of economic welfare. This makes the secondary em-
ployment a source of extra pay and support for themselves and 
their family. This is rather a quantitative approach. Everyone 
has the right to independently determine which of the areas 
of employment for them is the main and which additional and 
what to be the scales of each of them [48]. Practically, the 
function of balancing the material and the personal factor of 
production appears as rational employment, as a very mobile 
and optimal combination of labour and means of production in 
any given period of time — an objective of local employment 
policy [53]. Also important to society as a whole is the social 
balance of power, which would stimulate economic prosperity 
not through the suppression of one’s interests but through the 
attainment of their consensus and social peace. And this is part 
of the task of state regulation of the labour market.

In doing so, the state appears:
 – As warrant of citizens’ constitutional rights;
 – As employer organizing and responsible for the labour 
market within the state and public property;

 – As a party to tripartite agreements in the field of social 
partnership.

Labour Market Impact Measures are aimed at optimizing 
its main elements — labour supply, which is related to the 
structure, according to the demand for a certain structure and 
the quality of jobs, depending on gender and age, qualification 
characteristics, payment terms, etc. The second critical situa-
tion occurred during the financial crisis of 2008 and 2009. In 
Bulgaria this period comes with some delay and the economic 
recovery continues until 2010. Compared to the previous crisis 
period, the unemployment rate is not in such critical values, 
but there are some negative phenomena in certain sectors of the 
economy and, consequently, negative processes in the labour 
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market. Typical then are peaks of high unemployment in cer-
tain regions of the country with the most severe consequences. 
Overcoming it is also rather slow and painful, and involves the 
“payment” at a certain social cost that society as a whole has 
to pay. These are complex and multilateral economic processes 
that correlate with the macroeconomic components of a market 
economy, such as: the ration between the level of employment 
and the cost of labour, the dynamics of ownership types (un-
der conditions of structural change), the investment and tax 
climate, social tensions in society etc. Basically similar global 
issues are being addressed by the government of the country as 
a major carrier of state interests, based on the national concept 
of social and economic development. However, the opportunities 
for active influence of other actors in the development of the 
labour market should not be denied. The objectives and tasks of 
social policy in regulating the labour market and employment 
productivity are as follows:

 – creation of all necessary prerequisites for economic 
growth, structural change of production in order to create 
new jobs and preserve the modernized jobs for employment 
of the economically active population;

 – giving the labour force flexibility, mobility for the free 
flow between sectors, areas of implementation of labour 
and occupations, as well as between territories in the 
interest of increasing workforce productivity and stan-
dard of living;

 – combining all the parameters of labour supply and de-
mand, ensuring a natural level of unemployment;

 – assistance for job placement and social protection of the 
unemployed and socially vulnerable sections of the eco-
nomically active population in the labour market;

 – formation of new motivation for highly productive work 
of the individual;

 – decent wage/salary level and income corresponding to 
one’s own qualification, experience and entrepreneurship 
level;
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 – material incentive and civil responsibility of the indi-
vidual for the maintenance of the standard of living of 
their family;

 – elimination of causes and factors, both external and in-
ternal, causing the preservation of underemployment or 
hidden unemployment.

Besides, for the purposes of market regulation, they are 
changing depending on:

— The level of management authority: nationwide /mac-
ro/; regional /an administrative district level/; local /micro 
level, reflecting personality’s or group interests/.

— Time for their implementation: short-term /current, 
operational/; medium-term /tactical/; long-term/perspective/.

— According to funding sources: State budget funds, 
extra- budgetary funds, funds of public organizations or com-
mercial structures, funds from operational programs funded 
by the European Union.

— According to the nature and methods of impact: direct/ 
laws, regulations, decrees, orders of the administration, and 
other similar/; indirect/taxes, tariffs, foreign exchange rates, 
interest rates on loans, and other similar/; mixed / national 
programs for social and economic development, targeted na-
tional programs, targeted regional programs, labour market 
risk insurance programs: unemployment, late payment of un-
employment benefits/.

— According to the contents and expected consequences: 
encouraging; prohibitive; restrictive; protective.

In choosing these or those regulatory measures, the manag-
ing entity must, each time, consider its own particular labour 
market situation, the trends identified in the analysis, their 
assessments and the preference of this or that labour market 
measure, their consistency or contradiction in relation to the 
existing legislation, possible social and economic consequences, 
etc. The particular use of one or other of the labour market 
regulation measures is in itself a combination of the above- 
mentioned guidelines and methods for the implementation of 
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social policy. However, each time it concerns either the type of 
passive labour market policy or its active type. This typology 
for social policy is endorsed by the ILO (International Labour 
Organization) and is used in its documents. The basis of passive 
labour market policy is the responsibility of the state for the 
situation of the worker and the employer at the labour market. 
Such policy is typical for the transition economy and presuppos-
es certain guarantees for workers by the state for the period of 
stabilization of the country. In its essence, it is a continuation 
of state paternalism in the conditions of building a market 
economy and is aimed at solving social conflicts. The measures 
for passive labour market policy include: registration of citi-
zens who applied to the employment agency, determination of 
unemployment benefits, organization of timely receipt of un-
employment benefits, early retirement. Being an integral part 
of social policy of the state in the period of building a market 
economy, the passive labour market policy pursues its main 
goal — stabilization of the level of consumption by the work-
ing population caught in the situation of unemployment, thus 
avoiding the conflict between labour and capital.

The critics of such a course consider the passive labour 
market policy as socially dangerous and threatening with la-
ziness and parasitic moods and motivations on the part of the 
unemployed, oppressing the rights of working members of so-
ciety. Opponents of the predominance of passive labour market 
regulation programs, including unemployment insurance pro-
grams, argue that main objective of the state budget, as well 
as for the budgets at other levels shall be to promote produc-
tive employment and not the ‘conservation’ of unemployment. 
And this is already a measure of active labour market policy. 
A principle of the active labour market policy must be to assist 
the unemployed in their active search for ways of engaging in 
employment, which would allow them to financially provide 
for themselves and their family with income and other means 
of subsistence. In other words, active labour market policy 
transfers responsibility for the situation of the individual and 
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their family to themselves. He will live in accordance with his 
income from their own employment and then the situation of 
their dependents will be only up to them. An active labour 
market policy is intended to prevent the occurrence of mass 
unemployment. Therefore, it provides:

 – preventive measures of the employment agencies together 
with the employers for reorientation and professional 
re-training of the personnel of the enterprises and orga-
nizations, carrying out the structural restructuring of 
production;

 – active job search and placement in accordance with the 
employee’s profession, personal experience and aptitude;

 – measures for assisting self-employment;
 – professional advice for those willing to start up their 
own company;

 – subsidies to the amount of one-year unemployment benefit;
 – non-monetary forms of support for small and family 
businesses.

The active policy is thus aimed at enhancing the compet-
itiveness of the workforce, promoting all forms of individual 
employment, including family businesses and farming. Diffi-
culties at different times dictate a low level of fulfilment of 
this responsibility in the field of living standards — the level 
of minimum social standards. However, the other guidelines for 
state employment assistance: social protection of workers and 
the unemployed, social assistance and employment support — 
currently need appropriate tools to assess their own capacity. 
By renouncing its paternalistic positions in the field of labour 
and employment organization in the past, the state should not 
remain an indifferent observer of the difficulties faced by the 
population in changing the economic model. It should prove it-
self as an active character for the forecasting and regulation of 
employment with its specific employment- related functions — 
pay and social support, social protection and social partnership. 
The current crisis with the spread of the COVID 19 viral infec-
tion once again puts to the test the implemented social policies 
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in terms of unemployment and employment. Entire sectors of 
the economy are being stagnated and others are limited to such 
a degree that their functioning is minimal. This implies active 
processes of pressure on the existing social system. To what 
extent it is capable of withstanding these critical processes and 
the extent to which they will occur is yet to be seen, but it is 
clear to all that negative influence is already a fact and it will 
intensify. Despite the fact that the Bulgarian economy has been 
growing in recent years, the progress is quite fragile and insig-
nificant in order to compensate for what is happening now. The 
basis of the European active social policy on the labour market 
is project- based. This is a process that requires the preparation 
of projects by local communities to be submitted for funding 
under the identified operational programs. This implementa-
tion approach enables the implementation and financing of 
projects that are proven necessary for local communities and 
will serve to improve the social environment. Unfortunately, 
this approach requires a rather lengthy implementation peri-
od, which is accompanied by a procurement procedure, pre-
liminary evaluation of the project proposals and subsequent 
conclusion of the relevant implementation contracts. Practice 
shows that the required time for such a procedure is about 6 
months at its optimum completion. The question in this situa-
tion of crisis where almost all economic sectors with very few 
exceptions are affected, is whether this is a possible scenario 
and to what extent it will meet the public expectations. There 
are several possible solutions in this regard. When acting in 
a State of Emergency shall be undertaken interventions that 
are temporary and change the National action plan in the field 
of employment. Usually such crisis measures must be preceded 
by a thorough and detailed analysis as in this case the time is 
not enough and cannot be made, i. e. they must use previous 
experience in times of crisis. If we use previous experience 
and are seeking to test these measures, then we must take into 
account that their automatic implementation in the current 
situation is impossible and even unimaginable. The need for 
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a quick response puts not only the Bulgarian government but 
also the other European governments to the test, which should 
act in a coordinated policy conditioned by our membership in 
the European Union.

A grounded and available as at this moment such policy 
practically does not exist except the presence of a complex of 
preventive measures related to people’s life and health. This 
raises the question of whether it will be implemented or wheth-
er national authorities should act on their own without expect-
ing such European synchronization. It is more likely that the 
latter will happen and each country will try to implement an 
appropriate and adequate mechanism. The measures current-
ly implemented by countries such as Italy and Spain are well 
known. These are passive measures of direct compensation in 
a financial and natural resource which are intended to ensure 
a relatively normal life in a period of quarantine. This brings 
affected and quarantined people a little comfort and gives a lit-
tle bit more time for making the other decisions. In Bulgaria, 
this process of decision- making in already existing crisis situ-
ation has slowed and the previously proposed complex of such 
passive measures has not yet worked and its impact cannot be 
assessed. Furthermore, the Bulgarian Parliament has repeated-
ly made changes in this direction and the particular proposals 
made have not yet been put into action. This increases the pres-
sure over the social system, as the employment agencies report 
more and more registered unemployed people, from various 
affected economic sectors. In this case are applied the usual 
methods of social assistance — unemployment benefits under 
the provisions of the current Social Security Code, special social 
assistance benefits, benefits for people with disabilities, etc. 
This, of course, is not the expected solution to the problem, and 
in any case the social security system will, in the broad sense of 
the term, be put under far greater pressure. This situation will 
require the application of emergency measures, taking into ac-
count the specific circumstances (the most affected sectors, the 
forthcoming release of a large amount of workforce, regional 
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differences, increase of people from other countries returning 
to Bulgaria as a result of the crisis situation and others, ar-
eas with a relatively high number of infected by COVID 19, 
etc.). Regarding the implementation of the active measures, 
this process is in initial stage of development. A process of 
active discussion and implementation is not offered as it is 
noted that in the stress situation in which the social system 
is, it is not capable to react so quickly and adequately. The 
set of measures and activities should be quite diverse, as for 
example for those in the cultural field, whose recovery, even 
after the pandemic is over, will be quite long. It is necessary to 
reasonably differentiate this approach of decision- making and 
to “formulate” it in the relevant legal form. Our forecasts are 
that this decision- making process will be too late and it will not 
have the required impact. Undoubtedly the country’s economic 
system is in a relative balance and it does not reveal the whole 
set of elements reporting a full critical stage, but we must also 
consider the slowed action of this process that is related with 
the behaviour of employers. They are trying, through the provi-
sions of the Labour law, to keep their activity, even at reduced 
rates — the use of paid and unpaid leave, production down-
time, reduced working hours, distant work, etc. These actions 
on behalf of employers may be relied on for a relatively short 
period of month or two, and then the state will have to make 
full use of its protection and regulatory functions and strive to 
maximize its role as an active player in the labour market. To 
what extent and how is this going to happen we are about to see 
and feel? In the world of contemporary Labour laws for each 
individual and for the society as a whole, employment cannot 
be useless, of course in the broad social /and not physiologic/ 
interpretation of this concept. The individual is the one who 
sets his tolerable upper limit of employment — its volume and 
content. Hence, the inactivity — this is not unemployment yet. 
As unemployed is considered an inactive individual willing to 
work, capable of productive work and actively seeking work 
[54]. The principle of equal opportunities in exercising one’s 
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constitutional right to work does not exclude, but implies a dif-
ferentiated approach in the choice of forms of assistance and 
support for different groups of economically active population, 
which got into the labour market. All types of benefits must 
be equally accessible for those who need them. This requires 
thorough work of the structures and employment agencies for 
the creation and classification of databases for each group and 
particulars of assistance.

In addition, it is necessary to arrange the objectives and 
specify the tasks of regulating the relations on the labour mar-
ket between all management levels, as well as its active sub-
jects. The competences of the central authorities include also 
those for determining and controlling the implementation of so-
cial guarantees in the field of employment, securing the volume 
of centralized investments for the implementation of nation-
al social programs, including programs for full employment, 
creating new and preserving existing jobs, career guidance, 
and other collaboration with corporate capital when engaging 
it in the employment investment process. Regional structures 
responsible for the employment situation must also take their 
place in the active labour market policy [55].

Local authorities determine the status of unemployed and 
the level of poor security of the population of the region, iden-
tify such citizens and provide them with specific assistance 
when getting a job by cash or in-kind assistance [56]. In this 
regard, in the group of labour market policy measures aimed 
at promoting employment are present also the so called ‘transi-
tion forms’ from unemployment to productive employment and 
therefore — the tactical goals for regulating the labour market. 
Moreover, there is a need, as we think, for clarification of the 
concepts ‘temporary employment’, ‘main’ (primary) employ-
ment, ‘additional’ (secondary) employment and others. In the 
last years ours and foreign researchers pay great attention to 
temporary employment as a limited in time workforce demand. 
Sometimes temporary employment depends on the contents of 
work limited by a temporary /seasonal/ period.
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2.3. The policy of the labour market in Bulgaria  
in the face of challenges after the pandemic  

situation caused by COVID‑19

The pragmatism of the policies pursued leads to the im-
plementation of mass programs of temporary employment that 
in winter period should provide subsistence to the people, es-
pecially those of them in the affected regions [57–59]. Such an 
element of state funded employment social policy was carried 
out until 2009. Different and various forms were applied [6, 
48–49]. The authors of these programs tried to dress these 
projects in the sense of publicly useful for the local commu-
nities and were related rather to the sanitation of populated 
places, security, landscaping, painting buildings and facilities, 
etc. [50, 60]. This action plan implementation approach in the 
field of employment and occupation is always up-to-date where 
there are mass layoffs, big groups of unemployed persons from 
the risk groups or in regions where the industrial factories 
completely suspend their business activity.

The north- western region fell in a very difficult situation, 
which up to these days can’t recover, regardless of the different 
programs, measures and project, which have been implemented 
so far. The Bulgarian economy development from 2000 to 2014 
can be conditionally divided in two subperiods — until 2008 and 
from 2009 to 2014. The first subperiod is characterized by eco-
nomic expansion — quick increase of the GDP, employment and 
income, but at the same time with the accumulation of signifi-
cant imbalances (increasing inflation, deepening current accounts 
deficit, over investment in some industries, etc.). The second 
subperiod corresponds to the onset of economic recession in the 
country, which lasted until 2014 — the year in which the level of 
real GDP from 2008 was reached. The labour market in Bulgaria 
from 2000 to 2014 also developed, divided in two periods:

 – The first period stretched from 2000 to 2008, when the 
employment in the country increased and unemployment 
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decreased. The second period was from 2009 to 2014, 
when opposite trends were observed — employment fell 
and the number and level of unemployed people increased;

 – In the period 2000–2001 the number of employed people 
decreased, reflecting the influence of the massive economic 
restructuring from 1998 to 2000. After 2002 the negative 
effect of privatization process upon the dynamics of em-
ployment began its fall and in the period until 2008 the 
number of employed people increased supported by quick 
economy development. With the economy crisis onset in 
2009 began a period of fall in the number of employed 
people, which lasted until 2013 and only in 2014 first 
signs of labour market recovery were observed.

The increased labour demand in the period 2002–2008 and 
especially in the years just before the economic crisis of 2009 
was mostly expressed in construction and the business activities 
related to it as this industry was mostly affected by the reduc-
tion of capital flows and the limited bank lending after the crisis 
onset. In 2014 construction remained one of the few industries 
where the number of employed people marked a decrease. After 
a period of continuous fall, in 2014 the number of employed 
people in industry and services gradually became stable. In the 
period 2000–2014 the real labour productivity in the Bulgarian 
economy was characterized by constant increase. Difference was 
observed in the factors causing growth of indicators in the peri-
od of economic boom until 2008, in the period of crisis and after 
2009 stabilization. In the first period the growth of productivity 
was mainly related to the increase of the economy added value, 
while in the second period it was caused rather by the decrease 
of the number of employed people. For the whole period in ques-
tion, the rate of increase of labour productivity was higher than 
the EU average. After the unemployment reached one of the 
highest levels before 2001, in the period until 2008 a trend of 
reduction was observed. From 2002 to 2005 the unemployment 
development was affected to a high degree by the implementa-
tion of intense employment policy and especially the beginning of 
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national program ‘From social benefits to providing employment’ 
at the end of 2002 and the beginning of 2003. Labour demand 
on the primary labour market was the main factor influencing 
the positive development from 2006 to 2008, and the decrease 
of employment after 2009 caused the growth of the indicator in 
post crisis years. Only in 2014 the unemployment coefficient fell, 
which was mainly caused by the increase of country employment. 
In the years after the crisis onset there was indication of poor 
efficiency of the labour market functioning and existing struc-
tural problems. With the highest level of unemployment are the 
young people who are one of the groups most badly affected by 
the crisis on the labour market. The level of youth unemploy-
ment in Bulgaria significantly exceeds the average level of the 
EU countries. Unemployment level remains high in the group of 
adult men and 55–64-year old women (Тable 1).

In the period after 2009 the unemployment coefficient of 
the group of men goes up faster than the one of women because 
in the worst affected industries most of the employed people 
are men. Since 2009 the unemployment coefficient of the peo-
ple with primary and lower than primary education level has 
started going higher and even at faster rate than those of the 
groups of people with secondary and higher education levels. 
The layoff of mainly low-qualified workers and the ongoing 
structural changes in the economy are the main reason for the 
increase of the number, share and coefficient of the long-term 
unemployed people in the period 2010–2013 (Table 2).

After the economic recovery, which followed the financial 
and economic crisis of 2008, well felt in 2009, a new crisis 
period began (Fig. 12).

The unusual preconditions for its cause are the pandemic 
situation and the declared state of emergency in the country. 
This caused a quick collapse in some industries and uncertain-
ty, as well as quickly changing indicators, characterizing the 
local and the national labour markets.

In the first month of the declared state of emergency, 
because of the pandemic situation, the labour market stays in 
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a relative balance. Unfortunately, the ongoing processes have 
such a speed that the reaction of those who should take ade-
quate and competent measures does not allow situation analy-
sis. This calls for quick and not so objective decisions, because 
the situation is so dynamic that the public expectations are 
high and can’t wait for the usual way to take decisions in 
this direction. The typically created mechanism of program 

Table 1 
Main labour market indicators

Main labour market indicators

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019
3, 

2019
3, 

2020

Unemployed people according to the Employment Agency

Unemployed people registered at employment offices (number)

350944332601364537371380366470330816284707236752202994185266194603220072

Level of registered unemployment (%)

9.5 10.1 11.1 11.3 11.2 10.1 8.7 7.2 6.2 5.6 5.9 6.7

Registered young people up to 24 (number)

30168 29797 35839 35286 28745 21578 14736 12920 10023 9231 9778 11367

Registered young people up to 29 (number)

63500 663690 74779 74720 64122 51680 37998 33600 26785 23998 25698 27947

Unemployed people with registration at employment office longer than 1 year (number)

110848118135118832122738138473146010118278 87706 65074 47871 50797 45869

Unemployed people according to the National Social Security Institute

Registered unemployed people with a right for unemployment benefits (number)

136755106580117688116525100806 90192 87837 79207 72743 62921 74431 89168

Unemployment according to Eurostat *

Average EU-28 unemployment level (EU-27 dated 2020) (%)

9.6 9.7 10.5 10.9 10.2 9.4 8.6 7.6 6.8 6.3 6.9 6.5

Unemployment level in Bulgaria (%)

10.2 11.3 12.3 13 11.4 9.2 7.6 6.2 5.2 4.2 4.7 4.1

Youth unemployment level (15–24 y. o. a.) EU-28 average (EU-27 dated 2020) (%)

21.4 21.8 23.3 23.8 22.2 20.4 18.7 16.8 15.2 14.4 15.5 14.9

Youth unemployment level (15–24 y. o. a.) in Bulgaria (%)

21.9 25 28.1 28.4 23.8 21.6 17.2 12.9 12.7 8.9 9.8 10.3

Source: * The data is seasonally corrected
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target approach with a range of project proposals from the 
local communities, practically will not work at least because 
it needs a longer period for preparation of the relative project 

Table 2 
Profile of people included in the vulnerable groups  

on the labour market

Vulnerable group on the labour  
market

Main characteristics and  
estimated risk of poverty

Unemployed middle-aged people (23%) Long-term unemployed people (50%)

Age group 35–54 (66%)

Completed secondary education (67%)

High risk of poverty

Pensioners, women (19%) Age group 35–54 (86%)

Low risk of poverty

Nonworking young mothers (15%) Inactive (67%), unemployed people 
(33%)

Age group 16–34 (75%)

High risk of poverty

NEET, men (15%) Long-term unemployed people (43%)

Age group 16–34 (96%)

Without professional experience (61%)

High risk of poverty

Pensioners, early retirement, men (13%) Age group 55–64 (73%)

Low risk of poverty

Long-term unemployed people with low 
education level (12%)

Long-term unemployed people (61%)

Age group 25–54 (69%)

Incomplete secondary education (82%)

Very high risk of poverty

Low education level people, early retired 
people and people with disabilities (3%)

Pensioners (50%), people with per-
manent disabilities (40%)

Age group 25–59 (89%)

Without completed secondary education (40%)

Moderate risk of poverty

Source: National Employment Agency
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proposals, their evaluation and subsequent funding. The finan-
cial and program reserve set out in the National Employment 
Action Plan for 2020 cannot meet not only the expectations 
that have been created, but also the real crisis situation. The 
approaches in this crisis situation are usually two. The first is 
to apply and use measures of passive nature as the crisis sit-
uation is expected to pass quickly and the economy to recover 
itself quickly enough. This is a range of social benefits and 
compensations of objective nature, which are intended for the 
risk groups that have been formed. This mode of action has 
its relatively positive sides, bearing in mind that it directly 
influences every household and provides an element of social 
security in the critical period. However, it can’t impact the 
business subjects which are in quite a difficult situation. It 
should be searched for the creation of mechanism that can di-

Figure 12. Registered unemployment
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rectly help them, but it should be as fair as possible. A part of 
the measures, which the government takes, is to cover a part of 
the salaries and social security contributions of the most badly 
affected companies. This looks very easily to implement, but 
only in the cases, in which these potential users have defined 
them indisputably [44–47]. This proves to be quite a difficult 
task and makes a certain degree of tension in the public re-
lations of the interested parties. The evaluation of the social 
efficiency of the crisis actions taken would be interesting. This 
is a challenge, which from this moment should be considered 
by researchers — economists, statistical analysts, sociologists, 
etc. [61–62]. Based on the existing evaluation of the efficiency 
of social policies in Bulgaria, a well-grounded hypothesis for 
the expected consequences as well as follow-up action after the 
real end of the pandemic situation caused by COVID-19, should 
be searched for. Considering the current situation at a later 
evaluation of the effect of the active labour market policy is 
made separately for all programs and measures included in the 
National Employment Action Plan in 2019, then the active 
labour market policies should be considered comprehensively 
and in their integrity, and last but not least two main segments 
should be included:

— An economic segment, which includes these groups of 
unemployed people who can relatively quickly find jobs after 
their participation in the programs and measures end;

— A social segment, which includes the disadvantaged peo-
ple on the labour market, who would have hard time finding 
jobs without their participation in the programs and measures. 
The recommendation made from this analysis would in the fol-
lowing directions [55, 63];

— To achieve a high implementation level of the programs 
and measures included in the National Employment Action Plan 
even at low unemployment rate, the first segment of the active 
labour market policy should be created. In this segment the 
focus should be on the programs and measures that have high 
effect as well as on some of the target groups:
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Young people up to 29 years of age, who by participating 
in programs should easily find jobs on the labour market. Be-
sides that, this effect is expected to be of long-term nature, 
because their employment is about to begin;

People with primary and secondary education level, who 
even not having any work experience with their school degree, 
can relatively easily find jobs on the labour market;

Programs and measures oriented to women, especially when 
they have good education level and work experience, which 
are the measures for assisting women going back to the labour 
market after their maternity leave;

Encouragement of entrepreneurship, because with it comes 
the certainty of having jobs and often it can employ more people;

Programs and measures through which is possible to get 
qualification, which is in demand on the labour market. Assis-
tance of the people who are close to retirement age who by their 
participation in programs and measures can retire;

The programs and measures should be oriented mainly to 
the employers in the private sector because the participants 
more often remain employed after the end of the program/
measure, namely in the private sector companies;

The programs and measures should be oriented also to re-
gions where there are or are about to new jobs, since then the 
effect of active labour market policy can be achieved by conse-
quent employment of the people;

The active labour market policy should be combined with 
other policies conducted in the country to achieve the maximum 
effect. Such policies are in the fields of education, investments 
and others;

More programs and measures for the regions to develop in 
the future as they should be combined with the promotion of 
investment and other financial stimuli to open new jobs. Thus, 
the efforts will be directed mostly on these regions where the 
unemployment is highest and at the same time jobs will be 
provided there for the unemployed people and in such a way 
the unemployment would decrease. The implementation of the 
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regional labour market policies in collaboration with the specif-
ic conditions of every region and combined with the investment 
policy, in the future would reduce the high regional disbalances 
of the unemployment in the country.

— In the formation of the active labour market policies 
attention should be also paid to the social effects that are 
achieved. In this sense the focus should be put on the disad-
vantaged people who are no the labour market and otherwise 
would hardly find jobs. The active policy in this segment should 
be oriented to the following target groups:

Persons with reduced work capacity and disabilities as well 
as their assistants;

Long-term unemployed persons who have lost their work-
ing skills or are desperate that they would find jobs;

Persons with low education level, especially who can ac-
quire the qualification which is demanded on the labour market 
during the program/measure;

The people in villages and some provinces can hardly find 
jobs on the labour market because of the greatly reduced number 
of free jobs in small villages and towns. Because of this reason the 
employment policy should be combined with a policy to encourage;

Investment and opening new jobs in small villages and 
towns and regions with high unemployment;

In order to reduce the regional discrepancies, the employ-
ment policy can be combined with other policies such as the 
policy of regional development, education policy and the police 
of encouragement of the active life of elderly people. In such 
a way the effect of policy combination can generate additional 
synergistic effect;

Stimulation for the employers to open new jobs, especially 
when they export produce because they get advantage before 
the competitors at international level or develop sectors of 
economy which have priorities;

Assistance for the people with primary and secondary ed-
ucation levels to get a job through participation in programs 
and measures;
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In relation to the people with primary or with no education 
level, the employment policy should be implemented together 
with the Ministry of Education and Science as it is combined 
with the education policy. The approach should be oriented to 
sending these people to the schooling system to complete their 
primary or secondary education as well the acquisition of pro-
fessional qualification through which they can find jobs on the 
labour market.

There is an overlapping part of the two segments. For 
the last few years, an increase of the net effect of the active 
labour market policies has been observed, which is due to the 
people with primary education level, as well as the people in 
the towns. This means that special attention should be paid to 
them in the active labour market policy and in the future. It is 
not necessary to close down the programs and measures with 
insufficient effect, because on the one hand they have a social 
effect and on the other hand they could increase their net effect 
in two main ways:

— By a change in the target groups. For instance, to ori-
ent them or to require the people to have at least primary ed-
ucation level in order to include them in a specific program/
measure;

— The active labour market policy should be combined 
with other policies such as the education policy. Thus, the 
people with primary education level or without such could be 
sent back to the schooling system in order to complete at least 
primary or secondary education level and after that to include 
them in the relative programs and measures of the National 
Employment Action Plan.

In the end, balance between the economic and social seg-
ments should be the result in the comprehensive labour market 
policy. Besides that, it is necessary to keep the variety from 
different programs and measures, which should affect various 
target groups as giving priority to one or the other segment 
would be a political decision as when the unemployment goes 
down in the country certain policies and measures should get 
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priority, and when the unemployment goes up the focus should 
be put on other programs and measures. For instance, when 
the unemployment is high the programs and measures with 
high net effect should be used, because they quickly reduce the 
unemployment and at low unemployment — the social segment 
of the active labour market policy can be intensified [56, 64].

2.4. Change in the employment action plans  
during crisis

Employment and unemployment in Bulgaria in 2019

Economic growth and positive tendencies of the labour 
market continue until the end of 2019. During the first nine 
months of 2019, employment increases and unemployment and 
economically inactive people decline on an annual basis. The 
economically active population aged 15–64 is increasing, de-
spite the unfavourable demographic processes. Their number 
is 3 282.4 thousand, which is 1% more than in the first nine 
months of 2018. As a result of the growth of the labour force, 
the economic activity rate for the population aged 15–64 in-
creased by 1.7 percentage points on an annual basis reaching 
73.3% in the first nine months of 2019. In the first nine 
months of 2019, the number of employed people aged 15–64 
increased to 3,140.5 thousand with a higher growth rate (2.2%) 
than in the first three quarters of 2018. Employment is in-
creasing in all age groups, with a greater tendency to increase 
among population aged 45–54 and 55–64. The employment rate 
for the population aged 15–64 is also increasing. In the first 
nine months of 2019, 70.1% of the population aged 15–64 
were employed, 2.4 percentage points more comparing to the 
same period of the previous year. The employment rate for the 
population aged 20–64 is 75% on average for the three quar-
ters of 2019, approaching the national target of 76%, which 
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is to be reached in 2020. Compared to the first nine months 
of 2018, the value of the indicator is higher by 2.6 percentage 
points. Employment is increasing in all 18 economic activities, 
except those employed in trade, repair of motor vehicles and 
motorcycles, which decreased by 0.2% (1.3 thousand) compared 
to the first nine months of 2018. The more significant growth 
of the employed during this period is reported in the economic 
activities such as Hospitality industry — by 16.3 thousand, 
Manufacturing — by 10.5 thousand, State administration — by 
8.8 thousand, Professional activities and scientific research — 
by 5.9 thousand and Creation and Dissemination of Information 
and Creative Products; telecommunications — by 5.6 thousand. 
Employment growth is reported in all regions of Bulgaria, with 
the exception of the Northwestern Region, where employment 
among population aged 15–64 declines by 1.6% (4.4 thousand) 
compared to the first nine months of 2018. In the other five 
regions employment rate is increasing, the largest growth be-
ing in the Southwest, South Central and North Central re-
gions. The employment rate for the population aged 15–64 is 
higher than the national average in the Southwestern region 
(75.9%), while in the Southeast it is almost as high as the 
national average (70%). The lowest employment rate is in the 
Northwestern region (59.5%). In the other three regions, the 
numbers are pretty similar: 66.8% in the Northeast, 69.2% 
in the South Central and 69.5% in the North Central regions. 
Unemployment has been steadily declining since 2014. This 
tendency also continues in the first nine months of 2019. The 
average for the first three quarters of 2019 is 144.2 thou-
sand. Compared to the same period of year 2018, the number 
decreased by 19.8%. The average unemployment rate for the 
first nine months of 2019 is 4.3%, which is 1.1 percentage 
points less compared to the same period of the previous year. 
The unemployment rate for Bulgaria is lower than the average 
for the EU-28 since 2014. According to Eurostat, this trend 
continues in the first nine months of 2019, with an average of 
4.3% for Bulgaria and 6.4% for the EU-28. A decrease in the 
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number of unemployed is reported for all age groups. Numbers 
of the unemployed youth aged 15–24 continue to decline both 
as a separate group and as a share of the workforce. Compared 
to the first nine months of 2018, their number decreased by 
37.2% to 13 thousand, while the youth unemployment rate de-
creased by 4.5 percentage points to 8.9%. The unemployment 
rate of the youth (aged 15–24) in Bulgaria is lower than the 
average in the EU-28 since 2015. According to Eurostat, this 
trend continues in the first nine months of 2019 — in Bulgaria 
the average value for the 9-month is 9.4% compared to the 
EU-28 average of 14.5%. The number of young people aged 
15–24 who are unemployed, not pursuing education or training 
has been steadily declining since 2014. According to the latest 
Eurostat data, the numbers in 2018 in Bulgaria reach 15%, 
decreasing by 0.3 percentage points compared to the EU-28 
average of 10.5%. For the period of National Youth Guarantee 
Implementation Plan 2014–2020, the number of young people 
aged 15–24 who are unemployed and do not pursue education 
or training decreased by 36.2% — from 149 thousand in 2014 
to 95 thousand in 2018, according to Eurostat data. The num-
ber of long-term unemployed continues to drop since 2014. In 
the first nine months of 2019, compared to the same period of 
the previous year, their number decreased by 19.4% to 83.5 
thousand, while the long-term unemployment rate decreased 
by 0.6 percentage points to 2.5%. Along with the decrease in 
unemployment, the number of economically inactive population 
is also dropping. There are 1 195.7 thousand economically in-
active people aged 15–64, which is 7.1% less than in the first 
nine months of 2018. Their numbers continue to drop and in 
the first nine months of 2019 there are 62.1 thousand econom-
ically inactive people aged 15–64. On a yearly basis, there is 
a significant decrease in their number — by 26.9%. According 
to the data of the National Employment Agency, the number 
of the unemployed persons registered with the employment 
services continued to decrease in the first three quarters of 
2019 compared to the same period of the previous year, while 
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their average monthly number reaches 184 053 persons. How-
ever, the decrease in the unemployment rate is slowing down. 
On a yearly basis the decline during the first nine months of 
2019 was 10.1%, compared to 14.7% in the first nine months 
of 2018. The average monthly unemployment rate reaches 5.6% 
from January to September 2019. Compared to the same peri-
od of the previous year, it decreased by 0.6 percentage points. 
According to the Employment Promotion Act in employment 
offices the following groups of people seeking a job may be 
registered: employed, retirees and students. During the first 
nine months of 2019 on an average monthly basis there were 
2 429 employees, 956 students and 2,057 retirees who exer-
cised that right. The number of persons in all three groups is 
increasing compared to the first nine months of 2018, which 
is the result of targeted actions by the Employment Agency to 
attract and activate labour resources to address the shortage 
of staff in some industries or regions. The group of students 
is dominated by unqualified people — 71.7%, which is due to 
the actions for youth activation, incl. those who dropped out 
of the education system, whereas the groups of employed and 
retirees are dominated by specialists, 63.8% and 52.9% respec-
tively. The dynamics of registered unemployed in the first nine 
months of 2019 is characterized by an increase of the inflow 
and a decrease of the outflow of unemployed persons compared 
to the same period of the previous year [7, 52].

Expectations for the labour market development  
in 2020 before the crisis

The strengths of the labour market in 2019 are expressed 
in a stable economic environment, fiscal sustainability, employ-
ment growth, reduction of unemployment, increase in education 
and training costs, low inflation, implementation of active em-
ployment policy programs and measures, digitization, developed 
capacity and gained experience of competent institutions and 
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a sustainable regulatory framework, the support of European 
institutions and funds.

The weaknesses of the labour market in 2019 although not 
to the same degree, still remain. These include the shortage of 
qualified workers, especially those with secondary education, the 
gap between the needed professionals with certain skills and the 
available workforce, the high rate of unemployed people who are 
unqualified and undereducated, the large regional disparities 
in employment and pay, short-term employment (of accidental, 
seasonal nature, often unregulated), long-term unemployment 
among disadvantaged groups, despite its steady decline and 
large numbers of inactive people. Undeclared work continues to 
disrupt the functioning of the labour market, despite its restric-
tion as a result of the collaboration between the institutions and 
the social partners. Overall, poor education, qualifications and 
inequalities related to socio- economic status are major obsta-
cles to improving human capital with potential implications for 
skill levels and growth potential. The opportunities of new tech-
nologies and the digital economy for high quality employment 
are underutilized. Emigration has a negative impact on labour 
supply, but differences in salaries compared to more developed 
member states contribute to its continuation [48–50].

Threats to the labour market in 2020

Some of them have a long-term nature, such as demo-
graphic trends, structural imbalances of labour supply and de-
mand and skills shortages, especially digital ones. Some other 
threats are anticipated in 2019 and may manifest themselves 
more significantly in 2020. They include worsening economic 
conditions and increasing risks to economic growth, significant 
indebtedness of non-financial corporations, which could hamper 
medium-term growth prospects, export restrictions and pro-
curement, increasing pressure on wages due to labor shortages 
and limited job creation in certain sectors, lack of funding 
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due to depletion of European Structural Funds at the end of 
the programme. The private sector will be wary in terms of 
job creation in the face of pressure to raise wages. Industrial 
relations are slowly adapting to the labour market, which is 
becoming more diverse, globalized and unconventional. Evalu-
ations of the cyclical position of the economy performed by the 
Bulgarian National Bank show that at the beginning of the year 
economic activity in the country was above its potential level. 
These evaluations draw our attention to the fact that in terms 
of supply some of the resources in the economy continue to be 
above their optimum levels, in line with the long-term trend 
towards a significant fall in unemployment and maintaining 
a high level of production capacity.

Opportunities for the labour market in 2020

Provision of the necessary funds from the state budget 
of the Republic of Bulgaria for training of employed and un-
employed persons in order to acquire the skills sought by em-
ployers, including specialized training and seeking solutions 
to problems by:

 – changes in education admission plans;
 – specialized trainings and trainings on employers’ requests 
for the unemployed;

 – trainings for the employed;
 – employment for workers from third countries;
 – provision of more attractive wages and working condi-
tions;

 – utilization of the unused human resources potential by 
activating the unemployed and people seeking for a job;

 – support in combining family and working life, flexible 
employment, part-time employment, retention of the 
employment of persons in retirement age, etc.;

 – information campaigns among Bulgarians living abroad 
about the opportunities for professional fulfillment in 
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Bulgaria, promoting the return of highly qualified pro-
fessionals after training or working in other countries;

 – provision of employment, including to municipalities, 
in order to reduce poverty in small settlements and ru-
ral areas, ensuring faster transitions from inactivity to 
employment, including through social assistance tools;

 – removal of obstacles to active job search caused by pov-
erty, poor health and poor living conditions;

 – more efficient distribution and utilization of human 
resources, with a shift to better and more productive 
jobs, both by providing high-tech equipment and new 
technologies and by improving the skills and motivation 
to work, training managers, etc. In the short term, by 
supporting the geographical and occupational mobility 
of the workforce, the labour market demand can be met, 
but in the longer term, the problem of declining number 
of workforce can be solved by increasing its productivity;

 – analysis of the processes and development of measures, fol-
lowing the example of countries with already accumulated 
experience in the implementation of new technologies, 
incl. for sectors where jobs are at risk due to automation 
and digitization, as well as areas and occupations where 
more jobs will be created;

 – development of legislation to regulate changes in em-
ployment relations, as well as provision of social securi-
ty for workers in new forms of work — mobile work in 
information and communication technologies, work with 
vouchers, distance work, etc.

Priority actions for 2020

The 2020 National Employment Action Plan will include 
activities to stabilize the functioning of the labour market in 
order to be prepared, both for accelerating economic develop-
ment and for the external and internal challenges of economic 
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development. The aim is to develop human capital in order to 
meet the needs of the economy and to be able to adapt quickly 
to the changes in labour demand caused by both new technolo-
gies and structural changes. In order to increase labour supply, 
work with the labour potential will be continued by activating 
inactive persons and specialized labour force training, motiva-
tion and career guidance. The plan will continue to contribute 
to the achievement of the country’s goals and commitments 
in the implementation of the EU Strategy “Europe 2020”, Eu-
ropean Pillar for Social Rights, the measures included in the 
National Reform Program 2020, the recommendation of the 
Council of 05/06/2019 (described below), The Convergence pro-
gramme, The Government programme until 2021, the tasks of 
the Updated Employment Strategy 2013–2020, the National 
European Youth Guarantee Implementation Plan 2014–2020, 
the National Strategy for Lifelong Learning 2014–2020, the 
National Strategy for Persons with Disabilities 2016–2020, 
The National Development Program: Bulgaria 2020, etc. At the 
same time, in the National Employment Action Plan (NEAP) 
2020 there will be reserves to fund emergency measures in 
case of adverse events through the re-distribution of funds. 
Bulgaria is taking steps to implement the recommendation of 
the Council of 9 July 2019 on Bulgaria’s National Reform Pro-
gram for 2019 and delivering a Council opinion on the 2019 
Convergence Program of Bulgaria (2019/C 301/02) published 
in the Official Journal of the EU on 5 September 2019 under 
the number C 301/02. The Recommendation points out that:

— The labour market has improved, yet there are still 
some challenges. Employment has reached its highest level since 
Bulgaria’s accession to the EU and unemployment is below the 
EU average. Despite these positive changes, some groups of the 
population, such as low-skilled workers, young people, Roma-
ni and people with disabilities continue to face difficulties in 
finding employment. Specific measures are being taken in or-
der to support the long-term unemployed who represent 3% of 
the active population in 2018. A combination of effective and 
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continuous information measures, active employment policies 
and integrated social and employment services could improve 
the employability of disadvantaged groups and their chances 
of finding a job.

— The increasing lack of skilled workers in Bulgaria re-
quires significant investment. The employability of young peo-
ple can be enhanced if the quality and effectiveness of intern-
ships and traineeships is improved. Moreover, participation in 
training and retraining for increasing the skills among the old-
er members of the workforce is very low. Despite the measures 
taken to promote the development of digital skills, the level 
of basic digital skills in Bulgaria remains among the lowest in 
the EU (29% of persons have basic digital skills, compared to 
an average of 57% in the EU).

— Despite ratification of the International Labour Organi-
zation Convention on the fixing of a minimum wage and con-
ducting several rounds of negotiations in 2018, employers and 
trade union organizations still have different opinions on the 
criteria to be applied in determining the minimum wage. There 
is an opportunity for reaching consensus on the introduction of 
an objective and transparent wage setting mechanism. In the 
meantime, although the involvement of the social partners in 
the design and implementation of policies and reforms seems to 
have increased, constant support for enhanced social dialogue 
is still needed.

— Educational outcomes are low and continue to be strong-
ly influenced by parents’ socio- economic status. This reflects 
the challenges related to the quality and inclusive nature of 
the education and training system. Bulgaria is investing in-
sufficiently in education, especially in pre-school and primary 
education — two areas that are crucial for creating equal op-
portunities from an early age. Participation in quality early 
childhood education and care is low, especially for the Romani 
and children from other disadvantaged groups. The percentage 
of children who give up their secondary education premature-
ly is still high, which has negative consequences for future 



125

Chapter two. Social system development and labour market policies in Bulgaria...

employability and labour market outcomes. The applicability of 
vocational education and training for the labour market and the 
availability of dual vocational education and training remain 
insufficient. Although some measures are in the process of 
implementation, further efforts are needed to ensure that the 
skills of graduates can contribute to addressing skills shortages 
in the short and medium term in a consistent manner.

— Bulgaria still has a high level of income inequality and 
the risk of poverty or social exclusion. Although declining, the 
rate of poverty or social exclusion in 2018 was 32.8%, which 
is still well above the EU average. The social security system 
does not cover all the employed persons and does not have 
enough resources to deal with significant social problems. This 
reflects the low level of social spending, the uneven availabil-
ity of social services throughout the country and the limited 
redistributive effects of the tax system.

In 2018, the incomes of the richest 20% of the population 
were 7.7 times higher than those of the poorest 20%, which is 
still among the highest in the EU. Despite some measures, the 
adequacy and coverage of minimum incomes remain limited 
and there is still no objective mechanism for updating them 
regularly. The provision of social services is hampered by their 
poor quality and lack of an integrated approach to active in-
clusion. There are still differences in access to social services, 
healthcare and long-term care. This undermines their abili-
ty to provide comprehensive support for the most vulnerable 
groups, such as the Romani, children, the elderly, people with 
disabilities and people living in rural areas. Part of the popu-
lation has difficulties accessing affordable housing. Therefore, 
more efforts are needed to stimulate active inclusion, promote 
socio- economic integration of vulnerable groups, including the 
Romani, improve access to quality services and take measures 
to eliminate material deprivation [59–60].
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Bulgaria is recommended to take the following actions  
in 2019 and 2020:

— Improve employability by enhancing skills, including 
digital skills. Increase the quality, relevance and the inclusive 
nature of education and training on the labour market, in par-
ticular for the Romani and other disadvantaged groups. Take 
measures for social inclusion by improving access to integrated 
social and employment services and by supporting minimum 
incomes more effectively. Improve access to healthcare, includ-
ing by reducing direct payments from patients and fighting the 
shortage of healthcare professionals.

— The Council recommendations on the ways to improve 
skills, the quality framework for internships, the European 
framework for quality and effective traineeships and key com-
petences for lifelong learning will continue to be applied.

Taking into account the abovementioned statements, the 
vision of the National Employment Action Plan in 2020 is de-
fined as:”Supporting the growth of the economy by creating 
conditions for ensuring the quantity and quality of workforce 
demanded by employers, among others by activating and en-
hancing the employability of disadvantaged groups in the la-
bour market, first of all from the least developed regions”. In 
this regard, in 2020, as well as in 2019, services for jobseekers 
and inactive people, as well as workforce training are among 
leading active labour market policies. The actions of the Plan 
will create conditions for reducing labour market imbalanc-
es by improving the balance of labour supply and labour de-
mand (in terms of quantity and quality) and ensuring rapid 
and qualitative transitions from unemployment and inactivity 
to employment through the development of services and coop-
eration with employers. Upgrading the qualifications and skills 
of the unemployed and the employed persons enables them to 
achieve higher productivity, providing that other conditions 
are equal. Supporting the unemployed in their search for em-
ployment, participation in training and employment of the most 
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vulnerable groups of the unemployed persons provides social 
inclusion for these groups, earned income and social security 
rights, tax revenues and social security benefits for the state. 
Covering part of the expenses for the personnel of companies, 
especially small and medium- sized enterprises, is in practice 
supporting and encouraging them to create workplaces. Invest-
ment in areas of high unemployment will also be provided. 
Provision of training and employment for the disadvantaged 
groups is a chance to escape the poverty trap and to fulfill some 
of the tasks of the social economy. Organizing information cam-
paigns to raise awareness of the benefits of skills development 
and encouraging participation in various forms of training are 
a way of attracting those in greatest need of training — the 
low-skilled unemployed persons. In the event of a deterioration 
of the international economic environment as a result of inter-
national market crashes, regional conflicts and the movement 
of large groups of people from one country to another and the 
internal environment due to crises and natural disasters, sub-
sidized employment under programs will be provided, while 
employment will also achieve other goals such as improving 
security, protecting the environment, rebuilding and improv-
ing the infrastructure of settlements, etc. During emergency 
and natural disasters temporary employment in regions with 
difficulties will be provided [53]. The main goals and priorities 
of the national employment policy in 2020 in the projected eco-
nomic growth for 2020 in the forecast set in the State Budget 
of the Republic of Bulgaria for 2020 or higher growth, stable 
internal environment and growth of domestic demand include:

— Supporting the economy by providing one of the key 
means for sustainable growth — quality and more productive 
workforce according to the employers’ needs. Reducing the 
imbalance between labour supply and labour demand and sup-
porting the creation of quality workplaces in the real economy 
to achieve employment- friendly growth. Improving the business 
environment and maintaining employment in major sectors of 
the economy, reducing unregulated employment and undeclared 
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payments. Improving the quality of the workforce in small and 
medium- sized enterprises. Reducing employment disparities 
between regions.

— Increasing participation in the labour market and reduc-
ing the number of inactive people of working age by training 
to acquire the knowledge, skills and competences sought by 
employers.

— More successful inclusion and mastering of skills by 
unemployed people from the most disadvantaged groups, faster 
process of getting a job and sustainable employment. Achieving 
the objectives of the European Youth Guarantee to acceler-
ate the reduction of youth unemployment, especially from the 
NEET group. Reducing the number of long-term unemployed 
and following the Council recommendation on this target group.

— Improving the efficiency and quality of employment 
services, implementing new services, including through system-
atic cooperation with business, closer interaction with private 
employment enterprises and temporary employment enterprises. 
Rapid transition from unemployment to employment for job 
seekers with high skills and career opportunities. Achieving 
long-lasting effect of integrating the most vulnerable groups 
into the labour market by providing integrated services from 
the territorial directorates of the Employment Agency and the 
Social Assistance Agency. Increasing the impact of active la-
bour market programs, projects and measures on the recom-
mendations of net assessments and improving the financial 
efficiency of the money spent.

— Developing interinstitutional interaction and social 
partnership.

— In case of sudden deterioration of the economic situ-
ation and lower than planned GDP growth due to unforeseen 
circumstances of external nature, natural disasters, financial 
imbalances, etc. one more priority is added:

Reducing unemployment by informing about job offers 
across the country, providing training, promoting internal mo-
bility, offering temporary employment for a certain number of 
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unemployed in economically disadvantaged regions, providing 
training and assistance in rapid transition to new employment 
for fired staff from enterprises in difficulty and/or that ceased 
their activity.

Main activities of the National employment action plan

The National Employment Action Plan for 2020 will in-
clude actions in the following main areas:

— Support for promoting employment- friendly economic 
growth, improvement of the business environment, develop-
ment of key sectors of the economy with a positive impact on 
employment: incl. industry and environment; energy; agricul-
ture; construction; transport; tourism; information and com-
munication technologies; healthcare; trade, as well as support 
for employment in small and medium- sized enterprises.

— Preparation for future changes in labour under the in-
fluence of new technologies.

— Improvement of social dialogue by involving the social 
partners in the creation and implementation of employment 
policies.

— Regional development.
— Improvement of the labour market functioning:
Provision of qualified and skilled workforce in accordance 

with the demand of the business and in view of future needs;
Provision of employment for disadvantaged groups on the 

labour market in programmes, projects and measures of the 
Employment Promotion Act and the Operational Program “Hu-
man Resources Development”; implementation of the Youth 
Guarantee; Improvement of the services aimed to activate the 
unemployed; assistance and vocational guidance to the profes-
sions and specialties required by the labour market in order to 
quarantee quick employment and reduction of the unemploy-
ment duration; activation of inactive persons incl. discouraged 
persons; promotion of internal mobility;



130

Venelin Terziev. Higher education system and labour market policies in Bulgaria...

Restriction of unregulated employment and undeclared 
payments to employees;

Income policy and passive labour market policy;
Provision of social security and social inclusion;
Free movement of workers within the EU and employment 

of persons from third countries.
— Improvement of the management of employment pol-

icies: National Employment Agency, General Labour Inspec-
torate and other institutions.

Crisis caused by COVID‑19 emergency circumstances

The implementation of the goals and activities set out in 
the National Employment Action Plan will be significantly ham-
pered by the qualitatively new and different circumstances cre-
ated. Although some employers retain their employees in one 
form or another and this keeps the labour market artificially in 
a relatively balanced state, the situation will change dramatical-
ly in the nearest future. Part of the staff of the most affected 
sectors of the economy, such as tourism, public transportation, 
etc. have begun the process of dismissing their employees. This 
will rapidly change the predictions for increasing employment 
and maintaining or even reducing the unemployment rate [54–
55]. In fact, on the labour market new vulnerable groups will 
appear that are the direct consequence of the pandemic. This 
will necessitate a reformulation of the goals and priorities of 
action on the National Plan, even if its financial framework 
is changed. People with appropriate qualifications and specific 
competencies will join the labour market, but in the current 
situation it is impossible for them to be employed. There are 
several ways to address the issue: they should be financially 
supported by receiving appropriate cash compensation, and it 
is expected that the activity in which they were engaged will 
recover soon enough after the crisis is over, or they should 
be offered jobs still available, but which do not meet their 
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qualifications and competencies. Both measures would be tem-
porary in nature, which would rather prevent them from ending 
up in a difficult social and life situation. There are quite clear 
signals in the society that small and medium- sized enterpris-
es are facing particularly serious difficulties and are the one 
that do not have free financial resources. This contributes to 
the creation of new critical groups of people who already are 
or will remain unemployed in the near future. A relatively di-
verse composition of professions and different age of workers 
that will not be able to participate in the labour market with 
limited job opportunities. The presence of economic and social 
imbalances in certain regions of the country, especially in its 
northwestern part, will predispose to an even more difficult sit-
uation. Approaches should be differentiated in two directions — 
the first one targeted at supporting the businesses themselves 
in order to maintain existing employment.

Various practices and technics have been applied to carry 
out such activities that have been implemented in Bulgaria. In 
Bulgaria, a successful practice has been implemented aimed to 
assist people who are left with little time to early retirement 
or reaching retirement age — a mechanism for paying certain 
wages and social security payments for up to two years. Almost 
the same mechanism could be proposed and implemented by 
specifying a specific period of action. Thus, the question arises 
in which directions such a financial resource should be directed 
and how it will be distributed as fairly as possible. Naturally, 
different systems of selection criteria can be applied, such as 
reduced production volumes, reduced employed staff based on 
previous numbers, as well as those for sectors that are direct-
ly affected and unable to operate. Each of the criteria should 
have a certain corrective influence in making the appropriate 
support decision. It is an easy-to-implement mechanism that 
will deliver quick results, helping to ensure that companies do 
not have to fire their employees during the crisis. The ques-
tion once again is whether the market behavior of the certain 
enterprise will recover sufficiently quickly and fully after the 
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end of the crisis caused by COVID 19 pandemic. However, there 
are also companies that have ceased their operations and fired 
almost all of their staff — especially those in the service in-
dustry, who cannot perform their job in any other form [56]. 
This also brings the question of what is happening to those 
staff who have specific skills and who have to be involved in 
such activities in order for those skills to be used appropri-
ately. If this is not possible, a solution to this group of newly 
appeared unemployed should be found. Again, there are at least 
two approaches to the solution of the problem: one of them is 
the passive approach of supporting them in a short period of 
time with financial resources (in various forms such as bene-
fits, social assistance, etc.) and the other one offers retraining 
these people in such specialties which may provide employment 
for them. Large numbers of this group have not participated 
actively in the labour market in recent years, and this is an 
unusual role for them, thus there will be an adaptation period 
at the beginning, i. e. the awareness that they are unemployed 
in a particularly non-dynamic and closed labour market. These 
are mostly people from small and family-run businesses who 
have provided support for their families through their man-
ufacturing or service activities. The cessation of activity of 
large enterprises, whose activity is mainly related to other 
companies in foreign countries, is currently experiencing a pe-
riod of stagnation. Most of the staff is on paid or unpaid leave, 
expecting a positive solution to the crisis and getting everyone 
back to their jobs. There is also a worse-case scenario that we 
can expect, meaning that this type of production will shrink 
significantly and the decrease in production will in itself be 
due to the fact that commodity markets will not automatically 
recover. This will create additional pressure on the Bulgari-
an market and will present the current system with a serious 
challenge to seek solutions to the problems through tools and 
measures seeking sustainable employment [6, 47].

All in all, it is necessary to quickly consider changing the 
goals and actions of the National Employment Action Plan and 
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to provide additional funding to support the crisis management 
process and the functioning of the labour market. Obviously, 
the criteria set to be achieved under the plan should change, 
leading to a negative employment trend and an increase in 
unemployment. This program provides funds from the state 
budget to ensure employment for nearly 13,000 of the unem-
ployed and training for 11,824 of the unemployed persons. 
This will prove to be insufficient given that in the last days of 
March alone there were several thousand people registered as 
unemployed per day and this process will continue for the next 
few months. The projected unemployment rate 4.1% is likely 
to increase and reach far higher levels, probably exceeding the 
critical levels of the 2008 financial crisis.

2.5. Adaptation of the main actions in the national 
employment action plan to COVID‑19

Employment and unemployment situation  
in 2019 in Bulgaria

The labour market by the end of 2019 was characterised by 
economic growth and positive trends. In the first nine months 
of 2019, the number of employed increased while the number 
unemployed and economically inactive people decreased on an 
annual basis [42, 65–66]. The number of economically active 
population aged 15–64 was going up despite the unfavourable 
demographic processes. It reached 3 282.4 thousand, 1% up 
compared to the first nine months of 2018. As a result of the 
growth in workforce, the economic activity rate for the popu-
lation aged 15–64 in the first nine months of 2019 increased 
on annual basis by 1.7 percentage points, reaching 73.3%. In 
the first nine months of 2019, the number of employed peo-
ple aged 15–64 increased to 3 140.5 thousand with a higher 
growth rate (by 2.2%) compared to the first nine months of 
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2018. The number of employed increased in all age groups, as 
a larger increase is observed in the groups of 45–54 and 55–64 
year olds. The employment rate for the population aged 15–64 
also increased. In the first nine months of 2019, 70.1% of the 
people aged 15–64 were employed, 2.4 percentage points up the 
same period of the previous year. The employment rate for the 
age group 20–64 was 75% on average for the three quarters 
of 2019 and was close to the national target of 76% for 2020. 
Compared to the first nine months of 2018, the value of the 
indicator is higher by 2.6 percentage points. Employment in-
creased in all 18 economic activities, except for those employed 
in wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and mo-
torcycles, where it decreased by 0.2% (1.3 thousand) compared 
to the first nine months of 2018. More significant growth in 
employment during this period was reported in economic ac-
tivities “Accommodation and food service activities” — by 16.3 
thousand, “Manufacturing” — by 10.5 thousand, “Administra-
tive and support service activities” by 8.8 thousand, “Profes-
sional scientific and technical activities” by 5.9 thousand and 
“Information and telecommunication” by 5.6 thousand. In all 
regions of Bulgaria there is an increase in employment except 
for the North- West region, where the number of employees 
aged 15–64 decreased by 1.6% (4.4 thousand) compared to 
the first nine months of 2018. In the other five regions, em-
ployment increased, with the largest increase reported in the 
South- West, South- Central and North- Central regions. The em-
ployment rate for the population aged 15–64 was higher than 
the national average in the South- West region (75.9%), and in 
the South- East it was almost as high as the national average 
(70%). The lowest employment rate was in the North- West 
region (59.5%). In the other three regions the value of the in-
dicator is of close values, respectively 66.8% in the North- East, 
69.2% in the South- Central and 69.5% in the North- Central. 
Unemployment had been decreasing steadily since 2014. The 
downward trend continued in the first nine months of 2019. On 
average for the three quarters of 2019 144.2 thousand people 
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were unemployed. Compared to the same period in 2018, this 
is a decrease of 19.8%. The unemployment rate averaged 4.3% 
for the first nine months of 2019, decreasing by 1.1 percentage 
points compared to the same period of the previous year. Since 
2014 the unemployment rate for Bulgaria had been lower than 
the EU-28 average. According to Eurostat data, this trend con-
tinued in the first nine months of 2019, with the average value 
of the indicator for Bulgaria being 4.3% and 6.4% for the 
EU-28. A decrease in the number of unemployed was reported 
for all age groups. The number of unemployed young people 
aged 15–24 continued to decline both in absolute terms and as 
a share of the workforce. Compared to the first nine months 
of 2018 this number decreased by 37.2% to 13 thousand, the 
youth unemployment rate falling by 4.5 percentage points to 
8.9%. Since 2015, the level of youth unemployment (15–24 
years) for Bulgaria had been lower than the EU-28 average. Ac-
cording to Eurostat data, this trend continued in the first nine 
months of 2019 — for Bulgaria the value of the indicator on 
average for the first nine months was 9.4% compared to 14.5% 
on average for the EU-28. The number of young people not 
in employment, education and training aged 15–24 had been 
decreasing steadily since 2014. According to the most recent 
Eurostat data in 2018 it was 15% for Bulgaria, decreasing on 
an annual basis by 0.3 percentage points at an EU-28 average 
of 10.5%. For the period of effect of the National Plan for 
implementation of the European Youth Guarantee 2014–2020, 
the number of young people aged 15–24 who were not employed 
and were not involved in education and training activities de-
creased by 36.2% — from 149 thousand in 2014 to 95 thousand 
in 2018 according to Eurostat data. The downward trend of the 
long-term unemployed, observed since 2014, continued. In the 
first nine months of 2019 compared to the same period of the 
previous year their number decreased by 19.4% to 83.5 thou-
sand, and the long-term unemployment rate decreased by 0.6 
points to 2.5%. Along with the reduction of unemployment, 
the economically inactive population also decreased.
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The economically inactive persons aged 15–64 were 1,195.7 
thousand, 7.1% down the first nine months of 2018. The num-
ber of discouraged people aged 15–64 continued to decrease 
and in the first nine months of 2019 they were 62.1 thousand. 
On an annual basis there was a significant decrease in their 
number — by 26.9%. According to the data of the National Em-
ployment Agency, the number of unemployed registered with 
the employment services continued to decrease in the first nine 
months of 2019 compared to the same period of the previous 
year, as their average monthly number reached 184,053 people. 
There was a slowdown in the rate of reduction of the number of 
unemployed. The decrease on an annual basis in the first nine 
months of 2019 was 10.1%, compared to 14.7% in the first 
nine months of 2018 (2020a-d). The average monthly unem-
ployment rate reached 5.6% in the period January- September 
2019. Compared to the same period of the previous year, a de-
crease of 0.6 percentage points was reported. Pursuant to the 
Employment Promotion Act, employed persons, pensioners and 
students can be registered as job seekers in employment offices. 
In the first nine months of 2019, an average of 2,429 employ-
ees, 956 students and 2,057 retirees exercised this right. The 
number of persons in all three groups had increased compared 
to the first nine months of 2018, which was a result of the 
targeted actions of the Employment Agency to attract and ac-
tivate labour resources to overcome the shortage of personnel 
in some industries or regions. The number of students without 
qualifications — 71.7% prevailed, which was a result from 
the measures for promoting the employment of young people, 
including the ones that had dropped out of the education sys-
tem. In the groups of the employed and retired the specialists 
predominated — 63.8% and 52.9% respectively. The dynamics 
of the registered unemployed in the first nine months of 2019 
was characterized by an increase in the inflow and a decrease 
in the outflow of unemployed compared to the same period of 
the previous year.
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Expected development of the labour market in 2020 prior  
to the crisis

The strengths of the labour market in 2019 were stable 
economic environment, fiscal sustainability, increasing employ-
ment, decreasing unemployment, bigger spending on education 
and training, low inflation, the implementation of programs 
and measures of active employment policy, digitalization, the 
built capacity and accumulated experience of the competent 
institutions and the sustainable regulatory framework, the sup-
port of the European institutions and funds [3]. Though declin-
ing in strength, there still remained a number of weaknesses in 
the labour market in 2019. Such were the shortage of qualified 
personnel, especially with secondary education, the mismatch 
between the employers’ demand of employees with certain skills 
and the workforce available, the high share of unemployed of 
no qualifications and low level of education, big regional differ-
ences in employment and pay, short-term employment (of casu-
al, seasonal, often informal nature), persistent unemployment 
among disadvantaged groups, despite its stable decline, the 
large number of inactive people. Undeclared labour continued to 
disrupt the functioning of the labour market, though restricted 
as a result of the joint efforts of the institutions and the social 
partners. In general, low education, skills and socio- economic 
inequalities were the major obstacles to improving human cap-
ital, with potential implications for skills levels and growth 
potential. The opportunities offered by the new technologies 
and the digital economy for high-quality employment were in-
sufficiently used. Emigration had a negative effect on labour 
supply, and differences in wage levels compared to more devel-
oped member states remained a factor for its future existence. 
The threads to the labour market in 2020 — some of them were 
of long-term nature such as demographic trends, structural dis-
parities in labour supply and demand, skills inadequacy, espe-
cially in the digital sphere. Other threats nascent in 2019 might 
be more pronounced in 2020, such as deteriorating econom-
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ic conditions and rising risks to economic growth, significant 
indebtedness of non-financial corporations that could hamper 
medium-term growth prospects, the restriction of exports and 
orders, the increasing pressure on wages due to shortages of la-
bour and the limited opening of new jobs in certain sectors, the 
lack of funding due to the exhaustion of European Structural 
Funds at the end of the programming period. The private sec-
tor will be cautious about creating new jobs under pressure to 
raise wages. Industrial relations are slowly adapting to a labour 
market that is becoming increasingly diverse, globalized and 
unconventional. Estimates of the Bulgarian National Bank for 
the cyclical position of the economy show that at the beginning 
of the year the economic activity in the country was above its 
potential level. These assessments give signals that in terms 
of supply part of the resources in the economy are still loaded 
above their optimal level, which is in line with the observed 
long-term trend towards a significant decrease in unemploy-
ment and maintaining a high capacity utilization rate.

Labour market opportunities in 2020

— Providing for the necessary funds from the state bud-
get of the Republic of Bulgaria for training of employed and 
unemployed persons for the acquisition of the skills required 
by employers, including advanced training, search for solutions 
to problems through:

 – changes in the admission plan in education;
 – for the unemployed — advanced training and training at 
the request of employers;

 – training for employees;
 – import of workforce from third countries;
 – providing for more attractive conditions for payment 
and work;

 – utilization of the untapped potential of human resources by 
activating the people who do not work and do not seek a job;
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 – support for reconciling family and professional life, flex-
ible employment, part-time employment, maintaining the 
employment of people of retirement age, etc.;

 – conducting information campaigns among Bulgarians 
living abroad about the opportunities for professional 
realization in Bulgaria, encouraging the return of high-
ly qualified personnel after training or work in other 
countries;

 – providing for employment, including at municipalities, 
to reduce poverty in small settlements and rural areas, 
ensuring faster transitions from inactivity to employment, 
including with the instruments of social assistance;

 – removing barriers to active job search caused by poverty, 
deteriorating health and poor living conditions;

 – more efficient allocation and use of human resources by 
redirecting to better and more productive jobs both by 
providing for high-tech equipment and new technologies, 
and by improving skills and motivation for work, training 
of managers and other. In the short term, labour market 
demand can be met by supporting the geographical and 
occupational mobility of the workforce; however, in the 
long run, the response to the declining labour force is to 
increase labour productivity;

 – an analysis of the processes and development of mea-
sures, following the example of the countries that have 
already gained experience in the application of the new 
technologies, including for the where jobs are at risk due 
to automation and digitalisation, as well as areas and 
occupations where more jobs will be opened;

 – development of the legislation for regulating the changes 
in the labour relations, as well as providing for social 
security for the workers in the new forms of work — in 
the information and communication sectors, work with 
vouchers, teleworking, etc.
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Priority action areas in 2020

The National Employment Action Plan 2020 will include 
activities to stabilize the functioning of the labour market to 
prepare it both for accelerating economic development and to 
face the external and internal economic challenges. The aim is 
to develop human capital to meet the needs of the economy and 
to be able to adapt quickly to changes in labour demand caused 
by both new technologies and structural changes. The increase 
in workforce supply is to be achieved through continuous work 
on the labour potential — by activating the people who do not 
have and seek a job and advanced training of the workforce, mo-
tivation and professional orientation. The plan will continue to 
contribute to the realization of the goals and commitments of the 
country in implementation of the Europe 2020 EU Strategy, the 
European Pillar of Social Rights, the measures included in the 
National Reform Program 2020, the Council Recommendation 
of 05.06.2019 (described below), the Convergence Program, the 
Government Program 2021, the tasks of the Updated Employ-
ment Strategy 2013–2020, the National Plan for the Implemen-
tation of the European Youth Guarantee 2014–2020, the Na-
tional Strategy for Lifelong Learning 2014–2020, the National 
Strategy for People with Disabilities 2016–2020, the Bulgaria 
2020 National Development Program, etc. At the same time, the 
NEAP 2020 will provide for reserves for financing emergency 
measures in case of negative phenomena through redistribution 
of funds. Bulgaria is taking measures to implement the Council 
Recommendation of 9 July 2019 on the Bulgaria’s National Re-
form Program for 2019 which includes opinion of the Council 
on Bulgaria’s Convergence Program for 2019 (2019 / C 301/02), 
published in the Official Journal of the EU on 5 September 2019 
under number C 301/02. The Recommendation states that:

— The labour market has improved, but challenges remain. 
Employment has reached its highest level since Bulgaria’s ac-
cession to the EU, and unemployment rate is below the EU 
average. Despite these positive changes, some groups of the 
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population, such as low-skilled workers, young people, Roma 
and people with disabilities, continue to face difficulties in 
finding a job. Specific measures are being implemented to sup-
port the long-term unemployed, who represent 3% of the active 
population in 2018. A combination of effective and sustained 
outreach measures, active employment policies and integrated 
social and employment services could improve the employability 
of disadvantaged groups and their chances of finding a job.

— Bulgaria’s increasing skills shortages warrant signifi-
cant investments. Young people might be more employable if 
the quality and effectiveness of traineeships and apprentice-
ships were improved. Moreover, the participation in upskilling 
and reskilling measures among the adult population is very 
low. Despite measures launched to encourage the development 
of digital skills, Bulgaria’s level of basic digital skills (29% of 
individuals possess basic digital skills against a Union average 
of 57%) remains among the lowest in the Union.

— Despite the ratification of the International Labour 
Organization’s Convention concerning Minimum Wage Fixing 
and of several rounds of negotiations during 2018, employers 
and trade unions still have diverging views on the criteria to 
be applied when setting the minimum wage. There is scope for 
greater consensus about an objective and transparent wage-set-
ting mechanism. Meanwhile, although the involvement of the 
social partners in the design and implementation of policies 
and reforms seems to have increased, continuous support for 
a reinforced social dialogue remains necessary.

— Educational outcomes are still low and continue to be 
strongly influenced by parents’ socioeconomic status. This re-
flects challenges relating to the quality and inclusiveness of 
the education and training system. Bulgaria invests insuffi-
ciently in education, particularly in pre-primary and primary 
education, two areas that are instrumental to creating equal 
opportunities from an early age. Participation in quality early 
childhood education and care is low, in particular for Roma and 
children from other disadvantaged groups.
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The rate of early school leaving is still high, with nega-
tive consequences for future employability and labour market 
outcomes. The labour market relevance of vocational education 
and training and the availability of dual vocational education 
and training remain insufficient. While some measures are un-
derway, further efforts are needed to ensure that the skill set 
of higher education graduates can address short- and mid-term 
skills shortages in a consistent way.

Bulgaria is still facing high income inequality and risk 
of poverty or social exclusion. Though decreasing, the rate of 
poverty or social exclusion in 2018 was 32,8%, still well above 
the Union average. The social security system does not cover all 
people in employment and the social protection system is insuf-
ficient to tackle the significant social issues. This reflects the 
low level of social spending, the uneven availability of social 
services across the territory of the country and the limited re-
distributive effects of the taxation system. In 2018, the income 
of the richest 20% of population was 7.7 times higher than that 
of the poorest 20%, still one of the highest in the EU. Despite 
some measures, the adequacy and coverage of the minimum in-
come remain limited and an objective mechanism for regularly 
updating it is still missing. Social services are hampered by 
low quality and lack of an integrated approach towards active 
inclusion. Disparities in access to social services, healthcare and 
long-term care persist. This undermines their ability to provide 
comprehensive support for the most vulnerable, such as the 
Roma, children, the elderly, persons with disabilities and peo-
ple living in rural areas. Part of the population has difficulty 
getting access to affordable housing. More efforts are therefore 
needed to foster active inclusion, promote the socioeconomic 
integration of vulnerable groups including the Roma, enhance 
access to quality services and address material deprivation.

It is recommended Bulgaria to take the following actions 
in 2019 and 2020:

— Strengthen employability by reinforcing skills, includ-
ing digital skills.
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— Improve the quality, labour market relevance, and in-
clusiveness of education and training, in particular for Roma 
and other disadvantaged groups.

— Address social inclusion through improved access to 
integrated employment and social services and more effective 
minimum income support.

— Improve access to health services, including by reduc-
ing out-of-pocket payments and addressing shortages of health 
professionals.

— The Council’s recommendations on skills development 
pathways, the quality framework for traineeships, the Euro-
pean framework for quality and effective apprenticeships and 
key competences for lifelong learning will continue to apply.

In view of the above the concept of the National Employ-
ment Action Plan 2020 has been defined in the following way:

“Support for economic growth by creating conditions for 
providing for the required by employers good quality and quan-
tity of labour, including by activating and increasing the em-
ployability of the disadvantaged groups in the labour market 
with a priority given to the most poorly developed regions.”

In this regard, in 2020, as well as in 2019, the priorities 
in the active labour market policy are the services for jobseek-
ers and inactive people, as well as the training of the labour 
force. The actions envisaged in the Plan will create conditions 
for reducing the imbalances on the labour market by improv-
ing the combination of labour supply and demand (in terms of 
quantity and quality) and ensuring fast and quality transitions 
from unemployment and inactivity to employment through the 
development of services and cooperation with employers. Im-
proving the qualifications and skills of the unemployed and the 
employed enables them to achieve, equal other terms, higher 
labour productivity. Assisting the unemployed in their search 
for jobs, inclusion the most vulnerable groups of unemployed 
in training and employment ensures social inclusion for these 
groups, earned income and insurance rights, tax revenues and 
social security contributions for the state. Funding some part 
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of the staff costs of the companies, especially the small and 
medium-size enterprises, is in practice a form of support and 
encouragement for them to create jobs. Support will be grant-
ed also for investments in regions with high unemployment 
rates. The training and employment of disadvantaged groups is 
a factor which helps some of them escape the poverty trap and 
implement some of the tasks in the social economy. Conducting 
media campaigns to raise awareness of the benefits of skills 
development and encourage participation in various forms of 
training is a way to attract those who have the biggest need 
for training — the low-skilled unemployed. In case of deteri-
oration of the international economic environment as a result 
of failures in international markets, regional conflicts and mi-
gration flows from some countries to other and in view of the 
internal environment following crises and natural disasters, 
i. e. in a more pessimistic scenario, subsidized employment will 
be provided under programmes, where the employment will be 
targeted at other aims as well, such as, for example, fostering 
security, environmental protection, rehabilitation and improve-
ment of the infrastructure of the settlements, etc. In emergen-
cy situations and natural disasters, temporary employment in 
the regions which experience difficulties will be provided for.

The main objectives and priorities of the national employ-
ment policy for 2020 in light of the estimated economic growth 
laid down in the 2020 State Budget Act are a higher growth 
rate, stable environment and increase in domestic demand and 
include [67]:

— Support the economy by providing one of the main fac-
tors for sustainable growth — quality and more productive 
workforce according to the needs of employers. Reducing im-
balances between labour supply and demand and supporting 
the opening of quality jobs in the real economy to achieve 
employment- favourable growth. Improving the business envi-
ronment and maintaining employment in the main sectors of 
the economy, restricting unregulated employment and unde-
clared payments. Improving the quality of the workforce in 
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small and medium enterprises. Reducing employment dispari-
ties between regions.

— Increasing the participation in the labour market and 
reducing the number of inactive people of working age by ac-
tivating and training for the acquisition of knowledge, skills 
and competencies required by employers.

— Better inclusion and acquisition of skills by the unem-
ployed from the most disadvantaged groups, faster job place-
ment and achieving sustainable employment. Achieving the 
objectives of the European Youth Guarantee to accelerate the 
reduction of youth unemployment, especially from the group 
of the inactive (NEET’s). Reducing the number of long-term 
unemployed and in line with the Council recommendation on 
this target group.

— Achieving greater efficiency and quality of employment 
services, implementation of new services, including through sys-
tematic cooperation with business, closer interaction with private 
employment agencies and enterprises to provide temporary work. 
Fast transitions from one employment to another for job seek-
ers with high qualifications and career opportunities. Achieving 
a lasting effect in the integration of the most vulnerable groups 
into the labour market by providing integrated services by the 
territorial divisions of the Employment Agency and the Social 
Assistance Agency. Increasing the effect of the programs, proj-
ects and measures of the active labour market policy in connec-
tion with the recommendations from the conducted net evalua-
tions and improving the financial efficiency of the spent funds.

— Development of interdepartmental interaction and social 
partnership.

— In the event of sudden deterioration of the economic 
situation and lower than expected GDP rates as a result of 
unforeseen external circumstances, such as natural disasters, 
financial imbalances, etc., to consider the following priority 
as well:

— Curbing unemployment through information on job va-
cancies throughout the country, providing training, promoting 
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internal mobility, inclusion of a number of unemployed in re-
gions with a deteriorating economic environment in temporary 
employment, providing training and mediation services for a rap-
id transition to new employment for the dismissed staff from 
enterprises in difficulty and / or having ceased their activity.

Adaptation of the main actions in the national  
employment action plan to COVID‑19

The National Employment Action Plan 2020 will be includ-
ing activities in the following primary areas:

— Promotion of economic growth, which is favourable 
for employment, improvement of business environment, de-
velopment of main economic sectors of favourable impact on 
employment, including: industry and environment, energy, ag-
riculture, construction; transport; tourism; information and 
communication technologies; healthcare; trade incl. support for 
employment in small and medium- sized enterprises.

— Preparation for future changes in labour under the in-
fluence of new technologies.

— Improving social dialogue by involving the social part-
ners in the formulation and implementation of employment 
policies.

— Development of regions.
— Improvement of labour market operation by:
Providing for workforce with qualifications and skills that 

meet the demand of the business and in view of the future 
needs;

Providing for employment for disadvantaged groups on 
the labour market in programs, projects and measures of the 
Employment Promotion Act and the Human Resources Devel-
opment Operational Program; implementation of the Youth 
Guarantee; improving the services for activation of the unem-
ployed, counselling and vocational guidance to professions and 
specializations in demand on the labour market for quick job 
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placement and reducing the duration of unemployment; activa-
tion of inactive, incl. discouraged people; promoting internal 
mobility;

Curbing unregulated employment and undeclared payments 
to employees;

Income policy and passive labour market policy;
Ensuring social security and social inclusion;
Free movement of workers within the EU and employment 

for people from third countries.
— Enhancing the management of employment policies: the 

National Employment Agency, the General Labour Inspectorate, 
other institutions.

The implementation of the goals and activities set in the 
National Employment Action Plan will be significantly ham-
pered in the current new and different in qualitative terms 
environment. Despite the fact that some employers retain their 
employees in a way or other which artificially keeps the la-
bour market in a relatively balanced position, the situation 
will change dramatically in the very short run. For some of 
the staff from the most affected sectors of the economy, such 
as tourism, public transport, etc. the dismissal process has 
begun. This will quickly change the forecasts for increasing 
employment and maintaining and even reducing unemployment 
rates. In practice, other vulnerable groups will be formed on 
the labour market, as a direct consequence of the pandemic 
situation. This will require a reformulation of the objectives 
and priorities of action in the National Plan, even a change in 
its financial framework.

There will be people on the labour market who have the 
appropriate qualifications and specific competencies, but in 
the current situation they cannot apply them. The possible 
actions are in several directions: to support them financial-
ly by a respective monetary compensation, with the expecta-
tion that the activity in which they were engaged will recover 
soon enough after the end of the crisis or to orient them to 
the still available other vacancies that do not correspond to 
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their qualifications and competencies. Both measures would 
be temporary and would rather prevent them from falling into 
a difficult social and life situation. There are enough clear 
signals in the society that small and medium- sized businesses 
and those that do not have free financial resources face very 
serious problems. This puts in a different way the formation 
of new critical groups of people who have lost or will lose their 
jobs in the near future: a human resource of relatively di-
verse professions and with different age characteristics, which 
will be uncomfortable to participate in the labour market with 
limited supply of jobs. The presence of economic and social 
imbalances in the respective regions of the country, especially 
in its North-western part, will create an even more difficult 
situation. The approaches should be differentiated in two direc-
tions — the first — in efforts to maintain existing employment 
by supporting the enterprises themselves. Various practices and 
technologies have been applied for the implementation of such 
activities in Bulgaria with varying degrees of success. A suc-
cessful practice is to support the people who have little time 
left until retirement for seniority and old age — a mechanism 
for paying a certain salary and social security payments on it 
for a period of up to two years. A similar mechanism could be 
proposed and implemented for a specific period of time. The 
question arises in which directions such financial resources 
should be streamed and how to distribute them as fairly as 
possible. Undoubtedly, various systems of selection criteria can 
be applied, such as reduced production volumes, staff reduction 
compared to previous numbers, as well as those for sectors that 
are directly affected and unable to operate. Each of the crite-
ria should comprise a certain corrective weight in making the 
relevant support decision. This is a mechanism that would be 
easily implemented and will give the fastest result, helping to 
avoid personnel dismissal during the crisis situation. The ques-
tion is again whether the market behaviour of the respective 
business will recover quickly and fully enough after the end of 
the extraordinary crisis of the COVD-19 pandemic. However, 
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even at present there are companies that have ceased opera-
tions and laid off almost their employees — especially those 
in the sphere of services, which they are not able to render in 
any other form. This raises the question of what happens with 
these employees who have specific skills which to apply are 
necessary to be involved in corresponding activities. If this is 
not possible, a solution should be sought for this newly formed 
group of unemployed. Again, there are solutions in at least two 
directions — one is the passive approach — to financially sup-
port them in the short run (using various forms — compensa-
tions, social benefits, etc.), the other — to retrain them so that 
they can work in areas where employment could be provided 
for them. A large part of this group in recent years have not 
been active players in the labour market and this is an unusual 
role for them and at the beginning there will be an adaptation 
period, i. e. the awareness that they appear to be unemployed 
persons in a not very dynamic and closed labour market. These 
are mainly people from small and family businesses who have 
provided for the sustenance of their families through activities 
in the production sphere or in the sphere of services [5, 8, 25, 
68]. The closure of large enterprises, the activities of which are 
mainly related to foreign partners, is currently at a standstill. 
Most of the staff is on paid or unpaid leave, and a positive 
solution to the crisis situation and the return of all at their 
workplaces is expected. A negative alternative might also be 
expected — that this type of production will shrink a lot and 
the reduction of production activity will be due to the fact that 
commodity markets will not recover automatically. This will 
create additional great pressure on the Bulgarian market and 
the current system will encounter the serious challenge to look 
for opportunities to solve problems through instruments and 
measures aimed at achieving sustainable employment.

Ultimately, it is imperative to quickly consider revising 
the objectives and the activities envisaged in the National Em-
ployment Plan and to provide for additional funding to support 
the process of overcoming the crisis, as well as to support the 
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functioning of the labour market. Obviously, the parameters 
projected in the current plan should be revised, which will lead 
to a negative trend in employment and an increase of unem-
ployment. The current program envisages funds from the state 
budget that will provide for the employment of almost 13,000 
unemployed and the training of 11,824 unemployed persons. 
This will prove to be very insufficient, given that in the last 
days of March alone the number of unemployed registered per 
day was several thousand and this process will continue in the 
next few months. The projected unemployment rate of 4.1% 
is likely to increase and will reach far higher levels, probably 
exceeding the critical levels reported in the period of the fi-
nancial crisis of 2008.
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The country has a rich network of universities and col-
leges, but unfortunately none of the inter- university networks 
like those in other countries that work actively, efficiently and 
successfully. And this is the way to create centres of excellence. 
I should say that whatever strategies we use, if there is no 
partnership and the creation of university expert teams, there 
can be no success. Nor will it be enough to use partnerships 
with universities abroad, for which Bulgarian universities usu-
ally play a secondary role. It is not about official cooperation, 
ensured by contracts that often do not work, but about creating 
expert teams that implement partnership and cooperation. And 
in addition to building partnerships, it is essential that they are 
sustainable, i. e. that they have long-term business prospects. 
And thirdly — the interaction with business. Research will not 
be alive if it is not done. Technologies change so fast that if 
a created innovation is not implemented within a year, it irre-
trievably loses its value and if it is not created in partnership 
with the business in our country, the business will get same or 
similar technology from abroad. Research shows exactly such 
situations — business prefers to trust an imported innovation 
than one created by our university or institute. Which in turn 
gives a chance for higher growth of the foreign economy. This 
is the reason why we are talking about the need to achieve in-
tegrated growth not only at the EU level, but also in our coun-
try — a national expression of it. In the context of intelligence 
growth, the best option is to include business representatives 
in the expert partner teams. It is also about building trust be-
tween science and business, which is part of the value system 
of the current industrial age. Among the prerequisites for the 
realization of intelligence growth, and with its increasing im-
portance, is the development of start-ups and entrepreneurship. 
They are again based on the leading role of human capital and 
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the research- innovation interaction. Their future in our coun-
try is just as important as in Berlin, Lisbon and Stockholm. 
Each era has its own industry that symbolizes it. In the 19th 
century, these were the railway companies. Car manufacturers, 
radio and television channels and information and communica-
tion technology companies have marked the 20th century. Now, 
in the 21st century, is the time of digitalization and of the 
start-ups and entrepreneurship that use and develop it. Their 
advantage is not simply in the implementation of new tech-
nologies. A start-up in a key area is much more than a small 
or young company that applies digital technology to its work. 
This is something much more important. It is a combination 
of values and technology! What are the key values embedded 
in their DNA? Ambition, speed, entrepreneurship, striving for 
leadership. They strive to occupy a central place in their en-
vironment, in their ecosystem, to dominate it. The difference 
is in tradition and innovation, in routine and leadership, in 
human capacity and the combination of human capacity and 
digitality, in following well-known paths and tolerable risk. 
This type of entrepreneurs has led technical progress through 
all the industrial revolutions, but of course at different levels. 
This is the new type of business model that breaks traditional 
connections and creates huge network potential that can solve 
a given problem at once and lead it to a successful end. It’s like 
a race where only the first ones win. The battle not only for 
profit, but also for leadership, which brings many other bene-
fits, is what motivates them. Start-ups covering key economic 
areas definitely possess revolutionary innovative achievements. 
This is contagious and is already moving into a new trend for 
the development of key areas, namely the creation of artificial 
intelligence. This is a product of this same human capital, 
which is already on its way and is very likely that the next 
industrial period will be connected with it.

In recent years, a lot of research has been done on the 
processes of social adaptation, which are quite difficult and 
not always successful. We have a similar experience in Bulgar-



153

Conclusion

ia, in fact not a very good one, in the process of reducing the 
Bulgarian Army staff and the subsequent dismissals of highly 
qualified specialists, tens of thousands who have failed to be suc-
cessful in the primary labour market. After a process of social 
isolation, which may take another month, two months or even 
more, a great number of people will need specialized help and 
an adaptive process, which may be accompanied by other critical 
situations and negative consequences. This is just an oblique 
reference to the whole complex of problems that will accompany 
the already qualitatively new and different social process, which 
requires very precise and measured actions and the expertise of 
a large number of professionals who must create a crisis action 
plan in this direction, as it is obvious that the currently devel-
oped ones are either not working or are only partially applicable.

The recommendations and priorities that have been set 
and that are to be implemented by the National Employment 
Action Plan, should be quickly reconsidered and the ongoing 
processes should be examined in order to orient them to us-
ers who have a special need in this particular situation. First 
of all, the freshly formed risk groups should be studied and 
defined, which up to this moment have not existed on the la-
bour market, and also the most critical regions of the country 
and the relevant industries should be identified. Apparently, 
the consequences will be multiple, and the processes relative-
ly long in time. This would make it necessary to go back to 
the approaches, which we implemented at the end of the past 
century and which are well-adapted and will be easily appro-
bated in the present circumstances, as well as to think about 
to implement a comprehensive plan, which should reflect the 
ongoing measures and foresee such that should be implemented 
consequently. This would require a change in the philosophy 
of the National Employment Action Plan, which would demand 
supplementary provision of funds and even human resources 
with the suitable expertise in the social sphere.

In other words, the preparation in certain, very important 
areas, should be thought of not as just a daily routine or simply 
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to meet the current needs of teachers and disciplines, nor only 
when events come our way, but constantly and in the long 
run — priority knowledge and skills for all — for citizens, for 
managers, for pupils and students, who after the school or uni-
versity environment will need them in their professional reali-
zation. Furthermore, a great part of them are future managers 
and they are expected to be highly efficient and high-graded, 
as well as to make the right and informed decisions in difficult 
situations. All this should not be determined by any ideologies, 
but should be guided by genuine concern for the quality of our 
lives. The pandemic situation caused by COVID 19 motivated us 
to make this analysis, but the core reason are our observations 
in many areas of our lives that need a change.

So when we are looking for solutions to economic, political 
or other problems that happen and will continue to happen to 
us every day, we must think in perspective about the educa-
tional and cultural processes. Only their successful solution 
will lead to the much-desired efficient political and economic 
transformations. They are about to happen to us again in the 
near and distant future, and they will be of great importance 
to us. But we must be prepared to feel more confidence to take 
the position we think we deserve. Otherwise, the pointlessness 
will overwhelm us and give us unnecessary self-confidence, ri-
valry and malice, but it will not help us overcome our self-suf-
ficiency. Let us make more efforts for spiritual development 
and growth and not for survival so that our movement forward 
does not go together with decline, but with the meaning of 
successful development!
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