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STUDYING REGIONS 
AND “THE REGIONAL” 

Rumiana Jeleva

The articles in this publication focus from a sociological point of view on the 
study of regions and on the motivations and impulses for regional development. 
Thus, in the perspective of sociology, the book addresses the regional as a real 
or imagined social construct (Paasi 2020) related to a certain territory. This 
“regional work” on constructing the region in social terms allows each particular 
location to be distinguished from others. And given the almost axiomatic 
understanding of the region’s social construction far beyond its comprehension 
only as a location/territory, the questions as to how a particular place or wider 
area are constructed and which social actors and social phenomena shape the 
social boundaries of the regions, remain a matter for scientific research and 
analysis. 

These tasks are par excellence a sociological endeavor inasmuch as 
sociologists examine the social constructions of reality in relation to age, 
gender, race and ethnicity, economic class and inequalities, religion, institutional 
settings and various other factors that define our social location. At the same 
time, regions, regionalism and regional development are topics common to, 
and essential for, the research interests of almost all social sciences. Hence, 
contributions to theory and methods of studying these subjects have come from 
many scientific fields, including the social sciences and the natural/physical 
sciences.

In sociology, but also in social geography (see for example Allen, Cochrane, 
& Massey 1998) and other social sciences, the prevailing approaches understand 
regions as entities shaped by social relations and networks of complex linkages 
and flows with a specific territorial reach. Together with Paasi, we share the 
view that a region “is normally in a state of becoming, assembling, connecting 
up, centring, and distributing all kind of things. Yet it has not been always there: 
it has been constructed and will probably eventually disappear” (Paasi 2010: 
2299). 

With their relation to nature and landscapes, regions become visible and 
amenable to conceptualization, theorizing and research on specific material 
and symbolic processes of creation. As researchers, we cannot “construct” the 
regions, but we can trace the construction process of regional development and 
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reveal the roles of actors and social relations through which “the regional” takes 
shape, changes, and achieves non-material (cultural, symbolic, religious, etc.) 
evidence and meaning. The overall goal of this set of articles is to shed light on 
concrete processes of becoming of regions and the transformation of regional 
development through sociological analyses and studies.

In these articles, which are based on empirical data and analyses 
collected by means of qualitative and quantitative sociological methods, 
regions “become” such through infrastructures, institutions, policies, systems 
of transport and education, but they also gain their build through forms of 
mobility and networking such as communication, information technologies, 
Internet and mobile devices. 

A brief conceptual overview 

For the articles in this publication, as for sociology in general, the essential 
goal is not to conceptualize the region as such but rather  to elaborate on what 
regions substantially “are” and “do” (Paasi 2010, Paasi and Metzger 2017), and 
what makes regions worthy objects of scientific research, political analysis and 
various interpretations. 

According to the most popular (non-academic) understanding, the region 
is a homogeneous area with specific physical and cultural characteristics which 
allow it to be distinguished from other/neighbouring areas (Encyclopedia.com). 

Considered at national level, regions appear sufficiently unified entities. 
They have an awareness of shared customs and values and thus possess a 
sense of identity distinct from that of other territorial units. The idea of “the 
regional”, the specific sense of regional identity, gives form and density to the 
term “regionalism” as an ideology, as a social movement, or as the theoretical 
basis for regional planning (Paasi 2010). In national contexts, regions can obtain 
official status and may be seen as statistical and economic areas. 

At international level, a region may consist of a group of national states 
possessing a common culture, common political interests, and, often, an en-
compassing formal organization (Benelux, the Danube region, the Scandina-
vian countries, etc., within the EU and the Organization of American States, the 
NATO member states, and many others, outside the EU).

At supranational level the regional and regions play a very interesting role. It 
is important to understand the meaning of regional in a supranational context, as 
in the case of the EU and its member states, where it is implemented not only for 
statistical and economic purposes but also with regard to particular policies (e.g. 
cohesion policy, environmental and urban agendas, etc.) and the construction of 
specific instruments for providing values and enhancing the symbolic meaning 
of particular territories (such as the Baltic states, the Danube region, the Western 
Balkans, etc.) A common and quite visible characteristic of various social sciences 
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is that region, regional development and regionalism appear at some midpoint 
between community and nation. While formal boundaries limit the domain of 
action of the political units, in order to distinguish the societal impact of major 
or minor, but certainly influential, regions, social scientists must deal with social 
realities such as demographic and economic phenomena. According to Rupert 
Vance (1982:309), “regionalization is thus a heuristic device undertaken to 
advance analysis, planning, and administration; it is a common thread that runs 
through studies of regionalism by diverse disciplines”. The regional can be seen 
as an immanent aspect of the social lives and social interaction of social actors; 
“regions can thus be regarded as building blocks making up the structure of the 
larger sociocultural area” (Vance 1982:309). 

Development is by definition a process by which a societal problem is to 
be solved by implementing a systematic and well-defined reform process and/or 
changes at different levels. That is why this collection of articles departs from the 
understanding that regional development is a complex phenomenon that should 
be studied by means of multidimensional approaches and analyzed within an 
interdisciplinary perspective. In this sense, we consider that the sociological 
perspective on regional studies and regional development provides a very clear 
example of multidisciplinary research and diversity in research practices. There 
are diverse ways of understanding and conceptualizing regional development. 
Regional development activities address regional problems and issues through 
interventions that are best carried out at a regional level and implemented by local 
actors; yet at higher levels – cross-regional, national, European, international - 
the concept of “regional development” is understood as a set of activities carried 
out in order to reduce social and economic inequalities between developed and 
less developed regions; finally, a multidimensional approach relates to the degree 
of access to a diversifiable set of opportunities (“goods of modernity”) available 
to the people of a region, access that contributes to satisfactory personal and 
professional fulfillment and to improving the quality of life.

This book is not limited to a single, particular approach, but rather 
looks for the interdependence of development and the factors that make it 
successful. Several factors of regional development predetermine the success 
or failure of local communities and their initiatives. They include: strategic 
location and good infrastructure relative to land, air and water; the quality 
of policy, policy decision-making and politicians at local, regional and 
national levels; the availability of natural and human resources, which are 
decisive for productivity and sustainability; education, including VET and 
lifelong learning, skills level or skills mismatch; the promotion at regional 
and local levels of modern economic actors and innovative means such as 
industrial clusters, bioregions and ecosystems, industrial parks and business 
centers, digital platforms and e-learning courses; etc. Some factors have an 
immediate impact on regional success (location, transport and any other type 
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of infrastructure, labour market structure and characteristics of the workforce 
such as its age structure and educational differentiations; skills acquisition 
or skills mismatch). Other factors influence development indirectly (culture, 
human capital development) or else (as in the case of education and educational 
reforms) their effects appear years later.

*  *  *
As stressed above, the articles in this book do not apply any single specific 

approach. On the contrary, the book offers various conceptual frameworks 
supported by results of concrete scientific studies or empirical data from national, 
European and international surveys. Some of the texts contain policy analyses 
in additional fields such as education, economy, labour market, etc., at local, 
national and European levels, and observe the impact of these fields on regional 
development. Some of the following articles originated from reports presented at 
the International Conference “Regional Development and the Factors of Success: 
Education, Economy and Social Policy in the Regions”1. Others were specially 
written for this collection. Along with the common general understanding of 
regions and the regional in the sense highlighted above, all the articles here share 
the common aim of presenting concrete empirical results of ongoing or recently 
completed scientific projects. Being written by social scientists and applying 
sociological research methods and conceptual approaches, the articles do not 
engage in social scientific meta-debates on how to conceptualize regions and 
regional development; instead they provide social data and empirical material 
for thinking, reflecting and constructing, in social terms, territories, places and 
wider areas. 

In their article “Regional Variations in the Transition from Work to 
Retirement. Comparative Analyses of SHARE Wave 7 Data from Bulgaria, 
Romania and Greece”, Ekaterina Markova and Gabriela Yordanova focus on 
the ageing population in Europe, specifically in the three countries. The authors 
contribute to shedding light on the social construction of locations and their 
trends of development through the lens of age, age structures and personal 
attitudes towards retirement. This original analytical research aims to explore in 
a comparative perspective the Southeast European regional variations in early 
retirement plans. The analysis is based on comparative SHARE wave 7 data for 
Bulgaria, Greece and Romania and interprets questions regarding the causes 
of early retirement plans in these three neighbouring countries; how people 
evaluate their health at the end of their careers; what plans they make for early 

1 The forum was jointly organized by the Institute of Philosophy and Sociology at the 
Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (BAS) and Konrad Adenauer Foundation (KAS) in 
Sofia, at the end of 2019.
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retirement; the dependence of their decisions on the level of the quality of life in 
their countries. Based on the collected information, the authors address certain 
questions for public policy, including how to achieve a longer and better quality 
of life, what influences people’s adaptation in the transition from employment 
to retirement and whether or not lifelong learning and better health policies for 
people aged 50+ would impact their decision to remain for a longer time in the 
labour market. The comparative perspective sheds light on interesting country 
specificities that need to be taken into account in connection with national, 
regional and European policies.

In his article “Education for Regional Development”, Professor Wolfgang 
Schuster of Germany examines the interconnection between education and 
regional development. The author highlights the important impact of education 
in overcoming consequences of global trends such as globalization, digitalization 
and urbanization, but also of local challenges like demographic change and 
ageing workforce. According to Professor Schuster, whose professional career 
has been mainly dedicated to regional development (particularly in his capacity 
as the Lord Mayor (Oberbürgermeister) of the city of Stuttgart, in the German 
state of Baden-Würtemberg, between 1997-2013), a successful strategy for local 
and regional development should address and seek answers to a large number 
of questions in a way that would lead to sustainable development of the regions 
and cities. The questions include: 

• How to deal with increasing complexity and continuing changes?
• How to accommodate all these changes by creating a knowledge-based 

society?
• How to achieve a knowledge-based society by developing new ways for 

a sustainable education system?

Based on his long practical and political experience Professor Schuster 
highlights the role of education, especially of work-oriented education, as the 
most appropriate tool to meet current challenges and deal with the increasing 
complexity and uncertainty in societies today.

This idea is further developed in the article by Rumiana Jeleva, “Governance 
of Labour Market Relevance of Higher Education in the Danube Region: 
Selected Practices”. Entirely based on the results of a European project2, the 
article presents an overview of the attempts in the countries in this region to tackle 
the irrelevance of higher education outcome with regard to the labour market 
demand and to overcome major societal challenges such as skills mismatch, 
brain drain, emigration from the poorer and less developed countries in the 

2 EDU-LAB: New Danubian governance in labour market relevance of higher educa-
tion. 
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Southeastern part of the region to West Europe, the depopulation of certain areas, 
especially rural. The analysis of the experience and models applied in the Danube 
countries discussed in the article clearly shows that cooperative education – 
also known as education-at-work/dual education or practice-oriented education 
with professional study programmes – is an effective approach to increasing the 
labour market relevance of higher education. However, this particular model 
cannot be forced upon the other Danube countries. Its adoption is a matter of 
individual choice and is related to the concrete societal challenges, preconditions 
and circumstances in each national education system. The analysis of education 
through the prism of its relevance to the requirements of the labour market clearly 
distinguishes sub-regions within the larger region of the Danube countries. It 
seems that the former Socialist countries analyzed in the article share the same 
reluctance to conduct the necessary reforms, despite it being very clear that their 
higher education at present does not train the kind of young talents that are in 
demand and fails to provide industrial companies with the right qualifications 
and, especially, skills they require. This seems to be due to foreseeable opposition 
– especially that stemming from the characteristically predominant academic 
orientation of higher education inherited from the previous Socialist regimes and 
still prevalent in all former Socialist countries under study. Higher education 
with a theoretical and academic emphasis seems to enjoy a better reputation 
than vocational education or professional study programs; moreover, the social 
attitude towards it is enough to block any attempt at reform and change.

In her article “Religious Training in the Context of EU Regional Education: 
Analysis of Social Reality, Policies and Educational Systems in European 
Countries”, the young and talented PhD student Diana Petrova presents part of 
her doctoral thesis focused on the relationship between religion and education. 
The author emphasizes the role of religion as a universal phenomenon in people’s 
lives that can penetrate into all structures of society through education. The 
article clarifies from a philosophical point of view how changes in education 
systems are proceeding, which problems are considered of major importance, 
and what solutions are proposed for each of the problems in the education 
systems of Bulgaria, Spain, Belgium and France.

Stefan Markov’s article “The Digital Divide: Implications for Bulgaria 
(Romania and Greece)” treats of new and unknown inequalities, and very 
specifically addresses the “digital divide” as a significant example of these. 
According to the author, this divide has emerged with the rise of modern 
information and communication technologies, particularly the Internet, and is 
a phenomenon evident to some degree or another all over the world. The article 
globally reviews the theoretical data on the topic. After the introductory part, the 
text focuses on the state of the digital divide in Bulgaria and some neighboring 
Balkan member states of the EU. The conclusion is that the region is lagging 
behind the European Union and its current achievements in this respect.
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The last article in the book is Vassil Kirov’s “How Digital Transformation 
Impacts Regional Ecosystems: The Case of Sofia”. The author explores the 
development of two entrepreneurial ecosystems situated in Sofia, the capital of 
Bulgaria. The author notes that over the last three decades, Sofia has experienced a 
drastic economic transformation whereby industry has been replaced by services, 
including an increasing amount of knowledge-based services. The development 
of both ecosystems, the ICT sector and business-process outsourcing, has 
contributed to the city’s impressive economic development. The author traces the 
development of the Bulgarian ICT sector, which succeeded in transforming itself 
in the early post-Socialist years and integrating with the GVC – at first as a low-
wage, low- value-added subcontractor, but later as a high-value-added supplier 
of specialized software and IT solutions. The strategic positioning of the city 
with regard to ICT development is of rather recent date, and the mobilizsation 
of EU/national support instruments is still not sufficient to overcome policy 
gaps, such as those related to skills provision or infrastructure. Sharing some of 
the initial findings of this study, Vassil Kirov underlines that digitalization (old 
and new) has been a vector for the ecosystem’s socially inclusive development, 
especially the ICT ecosystem, but this process has also been strongly impacted 
by globalization (affording the opportunity to serve clients in other regions, 
mainly in Western Europe and North America) and EU membership (which 
brings economic and political stability and access to structural funds). The long 
path-dependency and integration with the GVC have played positive roles in 
preserving the human resources within the region of Sofia and attracting talent 
from other parts of the country and neighbouring countries. By contrast, the 
outsourcing sector, which has benefited from the relocation of numerous jobs 
from Western Europe and North America, is now partly endangered by the 
automation of certain routine tasks and by further relocations.
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REGIONAL VARIATIONS IN THE TRANSITION 
FROM WORK TO RETIREMENT.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSES OF SHARE 
WAVE 7 DATA FROM BULGARIA, 

ROMANIA AND GREECE

Ekaterina Markova, Gabriela Yordanova

Abstract: What is the explanation for the early retirement plans of three 
neighbouring countries – Bulgaria, Romania and Greece? How do people 
evaluate their health at the end of their careers? Do they make plans for 
early retirement? What is their quality of life? The article presents original 
comparative analysis on people of working age in Bulgaria, Greece and 
Romania, who participated in Wave 7 of the Survey of Health, Ageing and 
Retirement in Europe (SHARE). Based on the collected information, certain 
public policy issues are addressed. They include a number of questions. 
How to achieve a longer and better quality of life? What influences people’s 
adaptation in the transition from employment to retirement? Will lifelong 
learning and better health policies for people aged 50+ be effective in terms 
of their staying for a longer time and more efficiently in the labour market? 
The comparative perspective sheds light on interesting country specificities 
that need to be taken into account in connection with national, regional and 
European policies.

Keywords: Comparative analyses, (early) retirement, health, quality of life, 
ageing

Introduction

The transition from work to retirement is widely explored in a comparative 
EU perspective (Scharn et al. 2018), but determinants for retirement timing vary 
across countries (De Tavernier, Roots 2015: 7-20, Lytle et al. 2015: 185-198). 
Raising the retirement age is the political response to population ageing and the 
coming pressure on the social systems of many European societies, especially 
with regard to achieving longer and healthier working lives. 

Motivation for early retirement, work after retirement, and retirement choices 
in general depend on multidimensional factors, both individual and institutional. 
Demographic characteristics such as health, education, age, and gender, and 
also social, economic and institutional (macro) circumstances, could be push 
or pull factors for (early) retirement decisions. The theoretical background and 
empirical evidence tends to indicate multiple individual and institutional factors 
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in comparative and cross-national perspectives on the domains for retirement 
timing (Badun, Smolic 2018: 671-690, Scharn et al. 2018).

This original analytical research aims to explore in a comparative perspective 
the Southeast European regional variations in early retirement plans. The 
analysis is based on comparative SHARE wave 7 data for Bulgaria, Greece and 
Romania. Regardless of the specific national policies for early retirement, people 
of working age who were working at the time of the survey were analysed.

The countries of interest – neighbouring Greece, Bulgaria and Romania, 
represent a Southeast European socio-economic and demographic pattern, and 
share common historical and societal circumstances. Romania and Bulgaria, 
as former Socialist countries, go together in line with the European Union 
membership, and have similar economic and demographic developments. 
Greece is recovering from economic crisis and is undergoing migration pressure. 
All three countries face population decline and economic challenges, and all are 
trying to implement socio-economic policies for a longer working life. 

However, Bulgaria is the extreme case in population decline, with its rapidly 
ageing population, high poverty rates, and low life expectancy. Greece is among 
the EU countries with the lowest fertility rates (European Parliament 2019). 
Romania has been experiencing a negative population growth in the last decades 
(Barbulescu 2012: 77-86).

Theoretical and Empirical Considerations

Based on complex factors, retirement from work is one of the major life 
course transitions. Multidisciplinary analyses explore how retirement decisions 
might influence older workers’ relationships, their daily activities, life 
satisfaction, and well-being. Retirement theories, widespread in the scientific 
community, are described and discussed in the following direction: individual 
motives, personal attitudes and life-course changes in personal and family 
life are analysed as directly or indirectly related to retirement. Retirement is 
defined as a stage in career development (Wang, Shultz 2010), as a stage of 
working life. Retirement is accompanied by full or part-time employment. In 
general, most theories on transition from work to retirement do not consider 
retirement as a career stage, nor adequately address vocational concerns in a 
multicultural perspective (Lytle et al. 2015). Transition from work to retirement 
is discussed in so-called vocational theories, which use the individual life-stage 
and/or multicultural approach (Career Development Theory, Multicultural 
Career Theories, Theory of Work Adjustment, etc.) Vocational theories deal 
with retirement indirectly, viewing it as a stage of working life and attempting 
to describe its individual, social and other contextual variations. The theory 
of work adjustment formulated by Dawis, England, and Lofquist (1964) 
explores career decisions as an outcome of the relationship between employee 
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and employer; the level of work satisfaction is a crucial dimension for it. 
Sociology and gerontology have focused more attention on theories of ageing, 
defining retirement as the cessation of work and discussing social, personal and 
psychological factors (Disengagement Theory, Continuity Theory, and Role 
Theories of retirement). Combining various kinds of theoretical research, the 
“resource-based dynamic model for retirement adjustment” (Wang et al. 2011: 
204-213) sees the retirement timing as depending (in different ways and to 
different degrees) on the individual’s personal (physical, cognitive, financial, 
social, emotional, etc.) resources as well as on the institutional (legislative, 
economic, establishment) background. The family and household resources 
(marital status, children and grandchildren, social networks, etc.) may also be 
push or pull factor for retirement. Some theoretical considerations explain the 
transition to retirement in terms of cultural and traditional factors (Lytle et 
al. 2015: 185-198); this approach supports the empirical evidences for cross-
national variations in retirement timing. The resource-based dynamic model 
provides a more comprehensive explanation for retirement timing (Wang et 
al. 2011: 204-213); it is partly supplied by SHARE with cross-national and 
comparative data from Bulgaria, Romania and Greece. 

The measurement of quality of life is essential when focused on older 
individuals, as these are most likely to experience negative effects on their 
autonomy, everyday life and well-being. The SHARE database includes 
modified Quality of Life Measurement (Von dem Knesebeck et al. 2005) using 
the CASP 12-item index. This aggregated index is composed of four subscales 
(each with 3 variables), which form the acronym CASP (Control, Autonomy, 
Self-realisation and Pleasure), assessed on the four-point Likert scale. The 
aggregated index score ranges from 12 to 48, where the higher the CASP index, 
the better the quality of life.

The closure of industrial sites in Bulgaria and Romania during the 
transformation from a planned to a market economy after 1989 forced employees 
to find any available jobs – including jobs not corresponding to their education, 
experience and qualifications. Many workers became unemployed and, as 
a result, could not attain the age and length of work experience required for 
retirement. Those who are 50-64 years of age are perceived as vulnerable to 
unemployment (Holtgrewe et al. 2015). 

The transition from work to retirement affects age cohorts in the age 
category of 50 and 69 years, which amounts to 80% of the population. The 
remaining 20% either are not in employment or do not consider themselves 
“retired” (Eurostat 2012). To gain income is the main reason why people keep 
working after retirement in Romania, Bulgaria and Greece. 

Early retirement schemes, introduced in many countries as a response 
to unemployment, tend to be closed or quite limited. Romania, Greece and 
Bulgaria are also constantly raising the retirement age and trying to reduce, 

2 Regions and “the Regional” in a Sociological Perspective
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or severely limit, the options for early retirement. While Greece and Romania 
plan to keep some early retirement opportunities in а long-term perspective 
(Table 1), Bulgaria will discontinue such schemes as of 2020. Comparability 
of public policies and population attitudes will be achieved through detailed 
research on personal plans and motives for longer stay on the labour market. If 
not, sharp public resistance to national retirement policies, like those in France 
in 2019-2020, may be expected.

Table 1. Statutory and early retirement ages (in bracket) 
MEN WOMEN

2008 2013 2020 2040 2060 2008 2013 2020 2040 2060

Bulgaria 63 63.7 
(63.7)

65 
(65)

65 
(65)

65 
(65) 59.5 60.7

(60.7)
62.7

(62.7)
63

(63)
63

(63)

Greece 65 67 
(62)

67 
(62)

69.9
(64.9)

71.9
(66.9) 60 67

(62)
67

(62)
69.9

(64.9)
71.9

(66.9)

Romania 63 64.7
(59.7)

65
(60)

65
(60)

65
(60) 58 59.7

(54.7)
61.4

(56.4)
63

(58)
63

(58)

Source: Ageing Report (2009, 2015), updated for Belgium (November 2015) 

Data and Methods

This article is based on a quantitative analysis of the data collected in 
Bulgaria, Greece and Romania in 2017 within Wave 7 of the Survey of Health, 
Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE)1. The data is analysed using SPSS 
software (version 26.0 (IBM, 2019)).

SHARE is a multidisciplinary and cross-national panel database of micro 
data on health, socio-economic status and social and family networks, covering 
about 140,000 individuals aged 50 or older (around 380,000 interviews). 
SHARE covers 27 European countries and Israel (Börsch-Supan et al. 2013). 
SHARE is a longitudinal panel survey that collects repeated observations (on 
the same interviewees) every 2 years, through ex-ante harmonization and using 
a standardized tool and methodology in all participating countries. 

For the needs of analysis, the cross-national SHARE data for Bulgaria, 
Greece and Romania are further limited to persons in working age and aged 
50+: for Bulgaria, men aged 50-64 and women aged 50-61; for Greece, 
respondents aged 50-67; for Romania, men aged 50-65 and women aged  
50-61 (Table 2).

1 http://www.share-project.org/home0.html
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•	 Analysed Data Profile
The subsamples of the three cross-national samples are filtered in the 

respective official working age intervals. The longest working age is present in 
Greece, where it is equal for men and women. Romania allows retirement for 
men 1 year later than in Bulgaria, while the retirement age for women is the 
same in the latter two countries (Table 2).

Table 2. Working age by gender and by country (Wave 7)

Males up 
to 64

Females up
to 61 years

Total %

(N) (n)

Bulgaria (BG) 383 438 821 59.1%

Males up 
to 67

Females up
to 67 years

Total %

(N) (n)

Greece (GR) 567 964 1531 50.2%

Males up 
to 65

Females up
to 61 years

Total %

(N) (n)

Romania (RO) 522 558 1080 49.9%

Source: SHARE Wave 7, release 0 (p<0.000), 95% confidence interval

Physical Resources – General Health

Health is an important determinant for individual retirement plans. Late-
career Romanians give the highest average self-assessment of their health, 
followed by Bulgarians and Greeks (Fig. 1). What underlies higher personal 
health self-assessment? For example, in contrast with Greeks, Bulgarians, and 
especially Romanians, tend to overrate their physical health status (Fig. 2). 

Health measurement needs to be taken into account together with other 
determinants, at both individual and macro-level, related to the respective cultural 
and national traditions, and with objective measures included in SHARE. 

Subjectively, respondents perceive health as good or excellent while 
suffering from multimorbidity, while taking medications every day, not having 
gone to a doctor or dentist for the last 12 months, etc. (Fig. 2)
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Source: SHARE Wave 7, release 0 (p<0.000), 95% confidence interval

Fig. 1. Personal self-assessment of general health by country

Source: SHARE Wave 7, release 0 (p<0.000), 95% confidence interval

Fig. 2. Physical health – Bulgaria, Greece and Romania

Labour Status

What is the employment status of people in working age in Bulgaria, Greece 
and Romania? It is notable that not all people of working age, covered by the 
SHARE survey, are active on the labour market. The significant differences 
in employment status between Bulgaria, Romania and Greece have socio-
economic, political and historical contexts. Two-thirds of late-career Bulgarians 

Personal self-assesment of general health
by country (%)

exellent (5)
very good
good
fair
poor (1)

Bulgaria                  Greece                  Romania

%
100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Mean
BG 2.73
GR 2.66
RO 3.24

Bulgaria        Greece       Romania

● Do not seen a dentist in the last 12 months

● Long-term illness

● High blood pressure or hypertension

● Zero times talked to medical doctor/nurse about your health last 12
   months
● 2+ chronic diseases

● At least taking 5 different drugs a typical day

● High blood cholesterol

● Diabetes or high blood sugar
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are employed, while in Greece and Romania most of those aged 50+ are already 
retired or employed in the household (Fig. 3). Active employment affects 
positively the socio-economic situation of an individual’s family and household, 
as well as their quality of life in general.

Quality of Life

On the CASP index, which measures the quality of life by country, people of 
working age in Bulgaria have a higher average score than the other two countries. 
One possible reason for the higher quality of life index in Bulgaria could be 
that the share of the employed among Bulgarians in working age is highest in 
this country. Active employment affects the quality of life at the individual and 
family level. Low CASP scores, or low quality of life levels, prevail in Romania 
(58.7%) and Greece (57.8%) compared with Bulgaria (53.2%). Bulgaria has a 
very high quality of life score, 17.6%, while the scores in Greece are 9.4%; and 
in Romania, 13.7%.

Early Retirement Plans

The motivation for early retirement “as soon as possible” depends on poor 
quality of work, poor health or other aggravating circumstances (low education, 
care for a sick member of the household, grandparenthood, illness of the spouse/
partner). Surprisingly, a large share (41%) of working-age Bulgarians aged 

Source: SHARE Wave 7, release 0 (p<0.000), 95% confidence interval

Fig. 3. Current job situation by country
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50+ would retire as soon as possible, given the opportunity (Fig. 4). These are 
mostly women, people with chronic illnesses and with restrictions on their daily 
activities or their paid work due to poor health. In Greece, more than half (57%) 
of the actively employed late-career employees will retire early – most probably 
because they have the most generous pensions of all EU countries (2017) and 
there is no gender difference in retirement age. In Romania, more than a half 
(55.2%) of late-career employees will retire early, men being more numerous 
than women in this category. The profile of those desiring early retirement in 
Romania is close to that of Bulgaria. However, only in Bulgaria are clear gender 
differences observed in attitudes to earlier retirement; this is mainly because of 
the gender pension gap, shorter working time for women, and the social role of 
caregiving to family members.

Fig. 4. Early retirement plans by country

Bulgaria      Greece      Romania

Seeking early retirement in (main) job by country (%)

Total

Males

Females

0               10              20              30              40              50              60

Bulgaria      Greece       Romania

● Women

● Long-term illness

● Limited in activities because of health

● Health problems that limits paid work
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Employment seems to be an important determinant of the quality of life. 
Early retirement could be motivated by the low quality of work, low wages, 
low education, or the need to care for dependents or grandchildren. Measured 
by the CASP index, among those seeking early retirement, Bulgaria has the 
highest average level of quality of life (35.62), followed by Romania (34.41) 
and Greece (33.95).

Conclusion and Discussion
Personal characteristics (health, gender) and life-course circumstances 

(family networks, quality of life, and employment) are of key importance for 
retirement timing. Country specific variations are crucial for policy makers – 
both in a cross-national and a comparative perspective. 

Late career employees aged 50 and more are the hidden resource of the 
labour market; societies expect them to work better and longer, which matches 
the planned EU and national employment policies. A long working life depends 
on the individual’s quality of life, physical and mental health, quality of work, 
social networks, employment environment, and education. 

Early retirement plans should be analysed in the context of employment, 
lifelong learning, health and economic policy-making. Seen comparatively, 
the attitudes toward early retirement are important in a comprehensive and 
multidimensional perspective – with respect to national and EU legislation 
in line with the personal motives of people who want to get out of the labour 
market earlier. 

What do Greece, Romania and Bulgaria have in common? Early 
retirement is perceived in these three countries as a guaranteed income source, 
especially when a late career employee is in bad health and has low wages. 
This empirical evidence confirms previous conclusions that health is one of 
the main determinants for retirement timing (Markova, Yordanova 2019: 180). 
However, not only individual health matters, but also the family health situation 
and the presence of elderly dependents or children requiring care. One of the 
determinants for early retirement of women in Bulgaria, Romania and Greece 
could be expected to be grandparenthood and, in general, care provision for 
other family or household members. Likewise influencing retirement timing are 
institutional limitations such as the lack of public services (kindergartens), the 
lack of alternative care for young children (the model relies on grandparents 
not as a cultural asset, but as an economic necessity), the lack of effective state 
policies to support young families and the organizations’ lack of flexibility with 
regard to employment for workers (Yordanova 2020: 90).

A very important family determinant of early retirement may be home-
maintained elderly care (Markova, Yordanova 2019: 183-184). Bulgaria, 
Romania and Greece share the family pattern of people living with older 
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parents. The lack of institutional resources for long-term care may force 
women to choose early retirement schemes in order to become caregivers 
to their family dependents. For example, long-term elderly care seems to be 
a full-time commitment for Bulgarian families not using external services 
(Markova, Yordanova 2019: 185). How will female late career employees 
adapt to the constant raising of the working age and equalization of gender 
differences? Who will provide caregiving in the family if women work 
longer? The analysis for Romania, Greece and Bulgaria clearly indicates that 
it is better for people to be employed. Active employment increases the quality 
of life at the individual and family level. Early retirement schemes need to 
be limited, but this should be done in line with public policies for improving 
education and qualification, the quality of work, the health and social activity 
of late career employees.

With regard to policy-making, it is important to point out that significant 
country variations (De Tavernier et al. 2015) are a challenge to EU and Regional 
Development Policies. The employment structure of the population aged 50+ 
differs across Greece, Romania and Bulgaria, mainly because of the respective 
retirement and employment policies in the three countries. Complex political 
measures need to be taken to achieve better and longer working lives, with targeted 
interventions made for better education, health, quality of work and employment. 
The situation of the family and household (with regard to unemployment, poverty, 
provision of care for dependents) lags behind the resources of individuals and 
their retirement motives, though it may in fact play an important role for the 
decision to leave the labour market, especially among women.
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EDUCATION FOR REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT1

Wolfgang Schuster 

Abstract: The paper examines the interconnection between education and 
regional development. On the example of the German system of dual education, 
the author highlights the important impact of education in overcoming 
the consequences of global trends such as globalization, digitalization and 
urbanization but also of local challenges like demographic change and ageing 
workforce.    

Keywords: Education, regional development, sustainable development 
goals, dual education 

Challenges for local and regional authorities in the 21st century

Our communities are hotspots of changes, opportunities and problems 
in a globalized world. These changes are caused by megatrends – especially 
globalization, digitalization, climate change, demographic change, social 
change and urbanization. Below, I briefly outline some of the most important 
megatrends, along with their strong impacts and consequences.

Globalization

Globalization causes and promotes increased global economic competition 
and a high transparency and comparability of markets, services and living 
conditions. Markets are more interconnected than ever, and goods, services as 
well as information flow freely. English has predominantly become a common 
language for international work, science, research and travelling.

1 This text is a contribution to the Conference of the Institute of Philosophy and Sociol-
ogy at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and the Konrad Adenauer Foundation in 
Sofia “Regional Development and the Factors of Success: Education, Economy and 
Social Services in the Regions”, held on October, 25, 2019 in Sofia.
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Digitalization

Digitalization brings important changes to the labour market. On the 
one hand, new working conditions, new methods of work and new jobs will 
appear. On the other hand, a high number of existing jobs will be lost due to 
automation. There are new chains of added values, such as big data – the “new 
gold”, and data analytics and artificial intelligence producing new economic 
values. The omnipresence of information creates global knowledge available 
on every smartphone. We experience new ways of personal, social and political 
communication. Lifelong learning for personal and professional development is 
increasingly significant. 

Climate change

The lifestyle of our Western societies and our economic growth are 
not sustainable. We are producing high emissions and consuming natural 
resources in excessive ways. In consequence, unstable weather conditions 
are causing floods, dry periods and heavy storms. Cities should prepare to 
become resilient through measures for protection of citizens, infrastructure, 
buildings, houses.

Demographic change

The population of the EU member states is ageing, becoming more 
heterogeneous and with a low birth rate. In the southern part of the Mediterranean 
Sea, the population is very young and has a high birth rate; cities are growing 
rapidly. The population of Africa is 1,2 billion today and is estimated to grow to 
2,4 billion in 30 years. There might be heavy flow of migrants inside Africa and 
towards Europe.

Social change

The growing heterogeneity in terms of cultural diversity makes “global 
villages” of our cities. Many nationalities speaking many languages and having 
diverse cultural and religious backgrounds are living together, while inequality 
between rich and poor is increasing. Also growing is international exchange of 
business people, scientists and experts, as well as the flow of migrants, refugees 
and asylum seekers.
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Urbanization

Today, over 50% of the world´s population is living in an urban environment. 
In 30 years, over 70% will live in cities. That means that every year the cities 
will grow by 100 million people. This corresponds to 80 times the population 
of Sofia.

In all developing countries, cities are growing fast due to the increasing 
population and migration from rural areas. The cities face problems related to 
affordable housing, new settlements, public infrastructure; the problems include 
mobility, health, water, energy supply, jobs for young people and qualified 
education. The rural areas are decreasing due to the loss of qualified young people 
and the lack of commerce and public services such as health and education.

Possible solutions and guidelines for future developments

All states have signed the UN Agenda 2030 promoting the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals2. The Sustainable Development Goals are a call for action 
on the part of all countries – poor, rich and middle-income – to promote 
prosperity while protecting the planet. The UN Agenda 2030 recognizes that 
ending poverty must go hand in hand with strategies that build economic 
growth and address a range of social needs including education, health, social 
protection, and job opportunities, while tackling climate change and protecting 
the environment.

2 See more on: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
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SDG 11: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable

Sustainable city development, taking into consideration the social, ecological 
and economic aspect, is our responsibility before the next generations. What are 
the long-term goals for living together in our cities, in our countries, in our 
“global villages”? What are the long-term tasks for linking global, regional and 
local strategies to achieve sustainable development? Below, I focus on the city 
of Stuttgart in Germany as an example of how education impacts on regional 
development and predetermines regional success. 

An example: the strategy of the city of Stuttgart for sustainable 
urban development

The sustainable urban development of the city was developed in 21 fields, 
which are interconnected and interdependent.

In the core of the Strategy for local and regional sustainable development, 
a number of questions were raised and had to find answers:

•	 How to get along with increasing complexity and continuing changes?
•	 How can we accommodate all these changes by creating a knowledge-

based society?
•	 How to achieve a knowledge-based society by developing new ways for 

a sustainable education system?
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Strategy for a sustainable education system and sustainable local 
and regional development 

As part of a sustainable education system, three educational goals should be 
achieved for everybody:

•	 Everybody should get the chance to develop his/her talents, to use his/
her skills to achieve professional development and live in a responsible 
way

•	 Everybody should get an education so as to learn how to learn and adapt 
to new situations

•	 Everybody should be able and willing to take responsibility for our 
community, our society and our environment

Strategies for developing a knowledge-based society

•	 What kind of knowledge, abilities and skills do we need in the 21st 
century?

•	 How can we offer the necessary skills to achieve better chances, especially 
for young people creating their personal and professional future?

Competences regarded as essential by employers:

● Professional knowledge as basic and orientative expertise combined with 
understanding of interrelations

● Cognitive abilities, especially analytic and problem-solving skills,combined 
with the ability to become familiar with new fields of professional activity

● Personal abilities: willingness to perform, motivation, resilience, flexibility

● Social behavior, especially communication skills, the ability to work 
individually and in a team

● Intercultural competence, above all, openness to other cultures, knowledge 
of foreign languages, skills related to foreign countries, including familiarity 
with their cultures
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Consequences for educational offers

In order to teach and learn the described competences, the educational 
system has to change:

1. Educational and learning processes should become “dual”3, linking in a 
systematic way

•	 basic knowledge with problem-solving skills
•	 expertise with understanding of interrelations
•	 theory with practice
•	 analogue with digital forms of learning
•	 individual with cooperative learning
•	 independent with team-based work
•	 personal cultural identity with intercultural understanding
•	 self-reflection with social interaction.

2. Educational opportunities for lifelong learning should be available for 
all through:

•	 early childhood education in the kindergarten
•	 differentiated school forms
•	 multiple vocational training opportunities in schools and at university 

level
•	 informal learning opportunities in libraries, community colleges, the 

digital media.

3 Dual education, also known as a “cooperative education”, “education at work”, vo-
cational training and education –VET, professional-oriented education, “on-the-
job-training”, etc is an education system that combines apprenticeships/training in 
a company and education at a school/college/university in one course. This system 
of “Duale Ausbildung” (German) is widespread in several countries, especially Ger-
many, Austria, Switzerland and in the German-speaking community of Belgium. The 
precise skills and theory taught are strictly regulated and defined by national stand-
ards. The recent rapid economic and technological changes have expanded the role of 
the dual education in all dimensions of the labour markets, especially when it comes 
to the local and regional aspects of the human and labour force developments. In-
creasingly, older workers are making use of the “on-the-job-training” to gain new 
skills in the ever-evolving labour markets. Similar to the “Duale Ausbildung” in the 
German speaking countries this more professionally profound education system may 
help within the EU to adapt more quickly to ongoing economic transformation as a 
consequence of global tendencies described by Prof. Schuster at the beginning of his 
article and the ageing of European population (Editor’s remark). 
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3. New ways of learning

•	 New ways of learning will become wide-spread; they will include:
o e-learning, interactive individual and group learning
o learning with no constraints in terms of space and time
o a growing variety of formal and informal learning possibilities
o pedagogical integration of new insights and findings and mediation 

for personal and professional qualification.
•	 The monopoly of classical educational institutes will decrease, as 

information and learning apps become available online
•	 The importance of formal training certificates might decrease as new 

knowledge will afford new qualifications.

4. Linking education to realities by integrating in our educational system 
didactic and pedagogical methods for:

•	 Individual and cooperative learning, such as design thinking
•	 Active roles of pupils/students to solve problems individually and in a 

team
•	 Explaining and exploring the connectivity of different subjects
•	 Combining theory with practical doing: learning by doing.

Analyses of the European Commission and OECD show that all countries 
with dual professional education systems have:

•	 significantly fewer unemployed young people
•	 higher competitiveness of companies
•	 better-paid jobs
•	 less brain drain
•	 stronger economic regional development.

Therefore, it is important to create fair chances for young people and to 
contribute to the social and economic development by changing the educational 
system. This was the main reason and activity of the INTERREG project  
EDU-LAB, including partners from governments, universities, business 
associations and civil society in 10 countries of the Danube region4. 

4 For more information, see the webpage of the project on: http://www.interreg-danube.
eu/approved-projects/edu-lab . 

3 Regions and “the Regional” in a Sociological Perspective
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The EDU-LAB project: New Danubian Governance Model in 
Labour Market Relevance of Higher Education

As part of the EU Strategy for the Danube Region, the project EDU-
LAB provides an example of a new educational model aiming to achieve four  
goals:

The result of the EDU-LAB project: Danubian Charter for Young 
Talents
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In the framework of EDU-LAB, the Danubian Charter for Young Talents 
was created with the aim of providing a new culture of cooperation between

•	 educational institutions
•	 the business sector
•	 public authorities
•	 civil society
•	 participating cities.

Summary: Educational Strategies for Regional Development

In summarizing the considerations above, I can outline that:
1. As we all live in what is increasingly a “global village”, regions have to 

be part of a globalized knowledge-based society.
2. The skills needed in the 21st century require the combination of theory 

with practice. In order to achieve a fruitful combination of “dual” learning, 
a new culture of responsible cooperation and long-term commitment of 
companies in learning partnerships is needed.

3. The political decisions of the government and the parliament must share 
the responsibility for education with companies and their organisations, 
particularly the Chambers of Commerce, Craft and Industry 

4. Local and regional authorities should offer lifelong learning for everyone, 
in order to support social regional development by
– creating networks of educational institutions
– cooperating with the private sector and involving the civil society
– using digital media for educational goals.

5. Local and regional authorities should develop and use their educational 
strategies for achieving regional sustainable economic growth, for 
example in the fields of health, tourism, applied science, and for pursuing 
research in technical fields such as the automotive cluster. 

Prof. Dr. Wolfgang Schuster
Chairman of the European Foundation for 
Education, Stuttgart, Germany
Project Manager of the European Interreg project: 
EDU-LAB: New Danubian Governance Model in 
Labour market Relevance of Higher Education
Former Mayor of the City of Stuttgart
wolfgang.schuster@e-f-e.eu
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GOVERNANCE OF LABOUR MARKET 
RELEVANCE OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

IN THE DANUBE REGION: 
SELECTED PRACTICES

Rumiana Jeleva

Abstract: Entirely based on the results of a European project, the article 
presents an overview of the attempts in the countries in the Danube region to 
tackle the irrelevance of higher education outcome with regard to the labour 
market demand and to overcome major societal challenges such as skills 
mismatch, brain drain, etc. The analysis of the experience and models applied 
in the Danube countries clearly shows that cooperative/dual education – also 
known as education-at-work or practice-oriented education with professional 
study programmes – is an effective approach to increasing the labour market 
relevance of higher education. However, this particular model cannot be 
forced upon all Danube countries. Its adoption is a matter of individual 
choice and is related to the concrete societal challenges, preconditions and 
circumstances in each national context. The analysis of education through 
the prism of its relevance to the requirements of the labour market clearly 
distinguishes sub-regions within the larger region of the Danube countries. 
It seems that the former Socialist countries analyzed in the article share the 
same reluctance to conduct the necessary reforms, despite it being very clear 
that their higher education at present fails to provide industrial companies 
with the qualifications and skills they require. This seems to be due to the 
predominant academic orientation of higher education inherited from the 
previous Socialist regimes and still prevalent in the former Socialist countries 
under study. 

Keywords: Dual education, education-at-work, Danube region, professional 
study programmes

Introduction

This text is entirely based on the outcome of the European project EDU-LAB: 
New Danubian Governance in Labour Market Relevance of Higher Education”1.
The project’s main objectives were to tackle the major societal challenges 

1 The project, co-funded by EU funds (ERDF, IPA), was conducted between 2014 and 
2019. More information about the project is accessible at www.interreg-danube.eu/
edu-lab. 
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common to the Danube region countries, such as brain drain, emigration from 
the poorer and less developed countries in the southeastern part of the region to 
the West European ones, depopulation of some areas, especially rural; moreover, 
these problems are to be addressed by improving the labour market relevance of 
higher education. In other words, the main focus of the project activities was the 
harmonization of labour market demand with education and training structures. 
The project envisaged processes of change whose starting point should be new 
levels of, and more attractive tools for, institutional cooperation and capacity 
building, including changes in relevant legislations2.

Along with the strong outflow of work force of young and educated talents, 
who turn to Western European countries in view of their greater academic and 
economic attractiveness, another common challenge for the less developed 
countries in the Danube region is the gap between education, business and 
politics/public administration. This challenge implies the need for intensified 
dialogue between stakeholders. The EDU-LAB activities achieved this in a 
joint transnational, multilevel and intersectoral learning process. The project 
succeeded in developing a proposal for a new governance model3 that could 
serve as a starting point for improving the professional opportunities of young 
talents in their home areas, provided that a new mindset of cooperation in 
education would be adopted by most institutional actors involved. 

However, no single project could change the entire governance model of 
the labour market relevance of higher education in the Danube countries; a 
variety of approaches and already functioning systems (and/or such in course of 
development) should be implemented, rather than some single concept. Thus, 
the overall goal of the project was not to introduce any single model of change 
but rather to disseminate best practices and advocate for reform processes that 
can contribute to increasing the effectiveness and adequacy of higher education 
outcomes as related to labour market needs and the demand for human resources. 

2 EDU-LAB aimed at improving institutional capacities of all stakeholders in order 
to increase the labour market relevance of higher education with a view to retaining 
more young talents studying and working in the Danube region. There is a special 
EDU-LAB-Channel on YouTube, offering relevant materials. See the video “EDU-
LAB – New Danubian Governance in Labour Market Relevance of Higher Educa-
tion” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v3zyiBHp3Zs, and the video “Triple 
helix cooperation: testimonials of EDU-LAB stakeholders” at https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=v3zyiBHp3Zst, both accessible on 07.12.2020. 

3 This new model of managing higher education in its relevance to labour market needs, 
developed in the framework of the EDU-LAB project, was designated as “New Danu-
bian Governance Model” (in short: NDGM). More information about its elements and 
content is accessible at http://www.interreg-danube.eu/approved-projects/edu-lab/
section/new-danubian-governance-model. 
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In summarizing the core features of the “New Danubian governance model”, 
we should point out it was oriented to achieving active collaboration between 
higher education institutions (HEIs) and business companies in order to find 
a new balance between academic education and practice-oriented education, 
and between scientific freedom and research performed under contracts with 
industries. The new Danubian governance model focuses on practice-oriented 
tertiary education in a way that does not exclude academic education. Hence, 
the NDGM suggests study programmes, called professional study programmes 
or, in line with smart specializations, smart study programmes. The programmes 
in question offer, more or less, the following: 

•	 A combination of theory and practice is incorporated in tertiary education.
•	 A lifelong learning system is developed in a systematic and sustainable 

way.
•	 Cooperation in teaching and research between universities and companies 

is enabled through law and stimulated through financial incentives.
•	 In order to combine theory and practice, companies assume a binding 

and lasting commitment and responsibility for learning partnership with 
universities.

•	 The educational system is flexible and sustainable enough to remain in 
step with the economic and social challenges and continuous technical 
development (EDU-LAB Publication: Results and Visions 2019)4.

The following section presents various practices and different approaches to 
the implementation, in some Danube region countries, of distinctly profession-
oriented study programmes in higher education. It is not an assessment, but 
a descriptive overview with elements of comparative analysis. The concepts 
involved are diverse; moreover, the levels of practical implementation differ 
significantly from country to country within the Danube region. The overview 
does not cover all Danubian countries but is limited to Germany, Hungary, Serbia, 
Croatia and Romania. The selection is not comprehensive for the countries of 
the Danube region or for the countries participating in the project5. The selection 
and order of presentation of the countries’ approaches were organized along the 
span from the system most strongly influenced by the correspondence between 
higher education and the labur market, namely, Germany, with its barrel training, 
to the systems with the lowest degrees of compliance, such as Romania which 

4 More information about the NDGM is accessible at http://www.interreg-danube.eu/
approved-projects/edu-lab/section/new-danubian-governance-model. 

5 Over 20 institutions from 10 countries of the Danube region participated in the project 
EDU-LAB. 
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is at a similar level as Bulgaria. However, since Bulgarian problems in this 
thematic area have been presented in a number of publications6, Bulgaria is not 
discussed in this text.

The Danube Region in the focus of EU policy 

The Danube Region is of central interest for the EU and EU policy. This 
special commitment is evident in the EU Strategy for the Danube Region7. 
The geographic area covered by this Strategy stretches from the Black Forest 
(Germany) to the Black Sea (Romania-Ukraine-Moldova) and is home to 115 
million citizens. The Region comprises 14 participating countries, of which nine 
are EU member states (Austria, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Germany, 
Hungary, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia), three are Accession Countries 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Serbia) and two are Neighbouring 
Countries (Moldova and Ukraine). 

The EU Strategy for the Danube Region (EUSDR) is a macro-regional 
strategy adopted by the European Commission in December 2010 and endorsed 
by the European Council in 2011. The Strategy was jointly developed by the 
Commission, together with the Danube Region countries and stakeholders. 
The main goal was to create cooperation and address common challenges 
in a joint manner. The challenges in question are related to energy (such as 
secure sources, diversification – especially renewable, reduction in emissions, 
efficiency); water quality (pollution, ecosystems) and quantity (navigation, risk 
prevention and management); biodiversity (such as the natural heritage as a 
precious source of well-being and prosperity); mobility and transport, etc. The 
Strategy seeks to create synergies and coordination between existing policies 
and initiatives applied across the Danube region in view of further common 
challenges such as the socio-economic development of the countries in terms 
of jobs, welfare, a framework for creativity and investments, IT potential; 
education and capacity building for schools and universities, training systems, 
modernization of administration, inclusion of all citizens; culture and identity, 
including tourism; and security, in terms of personal security and protection, but 
also the fight against organized crime and corruption. The EUSDR is organized 
around 11 Priority Areas. The EDU-LAB project contributed to Priority Area 

6 The most recent publication on the Bulgarian experience of members of the Bulgarian 
team in the EDU-LAB project is: Jeleva, R. and A. Nakova-Manolova “Dual Educa-
tion and Professional Realization”. In: Sociological Problems, Volume 51 / 2019, Is-
sue 2.

7 For more information on the initiatives covered by the EU Strategy for the Danube 
Region, see the webpage https://danube-region.eu/about/the-danube-region/ accessi-
ble on 8.12.2020. 
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9, “To invest in people and skills”. Its targets are very clear. They refer to the 
following: 

•	 Contributing to a higher employment rate in the Danube Region, especially 
by tackling youth unemployment and long-term unemployment;

•	 Contributing to improved educational outcomes and relevant skills and 
competences in the Danube Region, with a focus on learning outcomes 
for employability, entrepreneurship, innovation, active citizenship and 
well-being;

•	 Contributing to increased quality and efficiency of education, training 
and labour market systems;

•	 Contributing to the provision of inclusive education and training and 
promoting inclusive labour markets, equal opportunities and non-
discrimination as well as civic competences and lifelong learning 
opportunities for all;

•	 Contributing to closer cooperation between educational, training, labour 
market and research institutions, in particular at the transnational, 
regional and bilateral levels8.

8 The source of this information is available at https://danube-region.eu/about/targets/, 
accessible on 8.12.2020. 

Country Participation
      Source accessible at https://danube-region.eu/ on 8.12.2020
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Practices of labour market relevance of higher education in 
selected countries

Germany is the first country covered by this analysis because it is exemplary 
with regard to cooperative/dual education, known also as education-at-work, or 
“Duale Ausbildung” in German9. 

The model of German dual studies addresses many societal challenges. It 
was very effective and efficient in tackling some of the most pressing issues 
in German society in the 1970s and 80s. For instance10, the number of pupils 
obtaining a Matura certificate doubled in approximately 10 years (from the 
1960s to the 1970s; the trend continued in the 80s). This resulted in overfilled 
universities. At the same time, numerous problems arose in the sphere of the 
labour market and employment. The main challenge to the business in Germany 
was the discrepancy between the science/higher education outcome and the needs 
of the labour market. It was evident that traditional German higher education 
programmes did not meet the industrial requirements and did not ensure the 
possibility of tying young people to companies. Employers in Germany were 
worried about this tendency, which resulted in too many students enrolling in 
academic education and traditional universities, while fewer were oriented to 
professions in industry and engineering. The labour market at that time was 
characterized by skill shortage and a lack of trained professionals with the 
needed qualifications. 

The need to address these societal challenges brought about the 
establishment of a three-party-alliance between major business companies, an 
institute of higher education, and a chamber of commerce and industry. This 
occurred initially in the German province of Baden-Würtemberg, where the first 
attempt was made to establish more professionally-oriented higher education, 
known as “the Stuttgart model”. Among the driving forces of this initiative 
were the biggest business companies in the region of Stuttgart, such as Daimler-
Benz, Robert Bosch Gmbh, Standard Elektrik Lorenz (SEL). The beginning of 

9 This system of higher education is known by different names, of which we present 
only a few here. 

10 The country’s profile of Germany in this text was elaborated on the basis of data and 
information provided by the EDU-LAB Lead partner from Germany, the “European 
Foundation for Education”, Stuttgart, in the course of the entire project cycle. The 
EDU-LAB project deliverable “Collection of the best practices in existing governance 
models regarding labour market relevance of higher education in the Danube Region” 
was very useful in providing the necessary data and interpreting country-specific de-
velopments in this article. It was prepared by the Work Package Leading partner – the 
Institute Mihajlo Pupin, Serbia. This report and the national contributions of 12 other 
project partners are still available on the EDU-LAB webpage cited above. 
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this specific reform was set through the personal experience of the son of the 
Chairman of the General Work Council of Daimler-Benz; at that time the young 
man was undergoing vocational education and training (VET) as an industrial 
clerk. He recognized that the level of his VET was too low for someone with a 
Matura certificate. The solution to this problem had probably been seen in the 
implementation of a study programme offering the same amount of practical 
experience as the VET, but combined with theoretical knowledge. The business 
initiative found strong allies in the venture of an institute of higher education 
– the Academy of Administration and Economy in Württemberg (in German 
– die Württembergische Verwaltungs- und Wirtschaftsakademie), and the 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry (Industrie- und Handelskammer Mittlerer 
Neckar). Together they set the stage for a new course system in higher education 
that combined academic education with professional training. The first two 
experimental study programmes of this kind were the three-year studies with 
graduation in business administration (“Prüfung zum Betriebswirt” / MBA in 
German) and the two-year studies for the position of industrial and data processing 
clerk, with a professional examination before the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry. In this new educational initiative, the first call for applicants for the 
new study programmes, made on 15 July, 1972, offered 30 positions for students. 
The initiators received the overwhelming response of around 500 young people 
expressing interest in a combined training-study position at Daimler-Benz. 
The selected 140 serious applications underwent a very tough further selection 
process involving two tests and an interview, in addition to the required letters 
of recommendation and a high score on the Matura. The result of the selection 
process was impressive and dispelled any initial mistrust. 

Even at this very early stage of the implementation of education-at-work, 
the main characteristics of today’s cooperative (“dual”) study system were 
already present – such as linking theory and practice by alternating practical 
phases in the companies with study phases at the universities. The entrance 
to the labour market was made visibly easier for those students who chose 
to continue their studies; moreover this system made it possible to enter the 
labour market at an earlier point. It became much easier for the companies to 
train young talents in the skills and qualities required for specific industries 
and processes. This “experimental” phase was followed by the first attempt to 
establish a legal framework in 1973, the year when the Ministry of Education 
(Kultusministerium) drafted a legal framework for “Berufsakademien”11 as 
an alternative to universities. At the initiative of the Minister of Education 

11 After obtaining the status of university, in 1998 it was officially named (in English) 
University of Cooperative Education.
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Wilhelm Hahn a committee (“Referat Berufsakademie”) was established whose 
members represented all stakeholders, such as public authorities and relevant 
ministries, but also included representatives of the business community/
companies, universities, universities of applied science, and VET schools. The 
concept developed by this committee was applied to further study fields related 
to technical subjects and the social sector.

Of course, the process of establishing dual education in higher education 
institutions did not always go smoothly and without problems. For instance, the 
Confederation of German Trade Unions opposed the introduction of cooperative 
academies and refused to participate in the committee, because they observed 
that the acquired knowledge would be applied only in specific companies and 
would shortly become outdated or irrelevant to other industrial processes or 
companies. Furthermore, the initiative served only big companies that did 
not need innovative academic knowledge, but only well-adjusted workers. 
Each of the parties involved saw different priorities and difficulties. Thus, the 
representatives of the business community observed that the negotiations with 
the ministry were taking too long. On the other side, the local state of Baden 
Wuertemberg wanted the businesses to pay for higher education combined with 
training in companies. The representatives of universities and technical colleges 
observed that the academic level would be too low, the choice of academic staff 
was not adequate, the lack of research activities was a problem, and students 
received no remuneration. Despite these challenges and objections indicated by 
the different parties, the process of establishing the legal framework of dual 
education in Germany was finalized in 1974. 

The role of two persons proved decisive. One was the already mentioned 
Minister of Education Wilhelm Hahn, who was responsible for the most 
important meetings and participated in the negotiations between the parties. 
The other significant actor and driving force of the process was the senior 
government official Dr. Manfred Erhardt, who, as head of the committee, led 
the negotiations. In a timeframe of 5 months, an enormous amount of work 
was done to establish the legal framework and create a new study model. The 
committee led by Dr. Erhardt succeeded in designing the curricula, appointing 
academic staff, acquiring placements in companies, and setting up the Pilot 
phase in two locations in Germany (Stuttgart12 and Mannheim13), with the 
participation of 51 companies. 

12 The Department of Economics has a focus on banking, data management, industry, 
insurance, and social services, which include residential care, open youth work, and 
social work with criminal offenders.

13 The Department of Economics has a focus on industry, commerce, and insurance; and 
technical sciences ‒ electrical engineering.
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By 1981, the implementation of dual education was extended to six new 
locations. It was accompanied by a rising number of enrolled students (5,420), 
almost all of whom were employed while completing their studies.

Comparative surveys14 conducted at that time among students in the 
cooperative study programmes and students graduating with bachelor degrees 
from universities and technical colleges, assessed the performance of the students 
from the newly established study programmes as better in several aspects.

The process of legal recognition of dual education was completed in 1982 
with the adoption of the “Legislation regarding the Berufsakademie in Baden-
Württemberg”. It recognized the degree as equal to that awarded by state 
universities in Baden-Württemberg; but the degree remained unrecognized at 
federal level, so that graduates were not eligible for PhD studies. 

Almost ten years later, a new phase of the legal recognition of dual 
education began. Interestingly, it began as a student initiative calling for the 
“Berufsakademie” to be recognized as a university. The launching of this 
initiative coincided with the further establishment of private and state-funded 
professional academies in other German states, and even in foreign countries 
adopting the Stuttgart model15. The period 1994/1995 marked the start of 
equal treatment of the graduates of the “Berufsakademie” with the graduates 
of technical colleges and universities under labour and employment laws and 
regulations, but not under the higher education act.. Starting from the year 2000, 
professional academies (“Berufsakademie”) were allowed to offer BA degrees 
so that students could pursue master studies. In 2009 the professional academy 
of Baden-Württemberg became the “Duale Hochschule Baden-Württemberg” 
(DHBW)16 and launched its first MA programme. The DHBW was declared a 
university of applied sciences, which enabled it to confer academic degrees. The 
Center for Advanced Studies (CAS) was established in 2014, which marked the 
start of professionally-oriented research.

I have dedicated a special and extensive space in this text to Germany’s 
experience in developing and implementing a model of professional, practice, 
and labour-market-oriented higher education for several reasons. Foremost, is the 
fact that Germany was the country in which the initiative first arose, in response 
to specific public needs and societal challenges. A second reason is the specific 
institutional experience that Germany used and further developed to implement 

14 For example, the study carried out in the 1980s by Prof. Zabeck from the University 
of Mannheim. 

15 The subsequent development of dual learning was marked by the implementation of 
the first study programmes in English in 1998.

16 The official name in English is “Baden-Württemberg Cooperative State Univer-
sity”.



45

the model of institutional cooperation and dialogue between all stakeholders. And 
last but not least it is the commitment of most stakeholders, but above all of the 
public authorities and the particular ministries, to improve and complete a reform 
that had been going on for several decades. The establishment of the Stuttgart 
model of dual education is a significant example of an institutional engagement 
and workable arrangement implemented patiently and with strategic guidance. 

Serbia’s experience is the second example to be presented in this article. In 
comparison with Germany, Serbia’s experience is relatively new and short. Even 
now, the country is facing societal challenges such as high youth unemployment. 
The fact that students lack of practical skills upon obtaining a university degree 
has been admitted in many official documents, while the discrepancy between 
higher education outcome and the needs of the labour market is confirmed in 
surveys17. All these challenges indicate that higher education programmes do 
not meet the needs of employers. In response, the country is implementing 
student internship programmes, career development centers, internships in 
the government and governmental bodies (agencies, ministries, and public 
companies) and particular initiatives experimented by local governments. All 
these measures are centered on internship and do not necessarily imply an 
increased labour market relevance of higher education outcome. 

Organizing student internships in Serbia is regulated by the “Regulations on 
Professional Practice”18, which are adopted by particular faculties for one or all 
study programmes. There are two basic kinds of professional practice: mandatory 
and optional. However, this form of education is, in various ways, compulsory 
for the majority of higher education programmes in the universities of Serbia. 
The government and state authorities occasionally offer student internships 
at state bodies, organizations, agencies, and public enterprises. Certain local 
governments organize internships for students in public institutions on the 
respective territory19. Additionally to the internships, most universities, such 
as those in Belgrade, Novi Sad, Kragujevac, and Nis, have established career 
development centers that offer services such as career counseling, updating 

17 The country profile of Serbia in this text was elaborated on the basis of data and 
information provided by the EDU-LAB project partners from Serbia - the Institute 
Mihajlo Pupin, University of Belgrade and the Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
of Serbia. Further detailed information about Serbia is available in the EDU-LAB 
project deliverable “Collection of the best practices in existing governance models 
regarding labour market relevance of higher education in the Danube Region”, acces-
sible on the project webpage.

18 Ebd. 
19 According to the EDU-LAB project reports, such local initiatives were taken in the 

city of Pancevo, where summer student internships were organized in 2015, 2016, 
and 2017.
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the registers of employers offering internships for students, mediating between 
students and potential employers, etc.

In October 2017, the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological 
Development launched an initiative for a national model of student practice20, 
based on cooperation between universities, the business sector, and local 
self-government. The goal was to develop a model of student practice and 
entrepreneurial education. The Employers Council, established by the Law on 
Higher Education, aims to give a better insight into the labour market. It should 
provide information on professions relevant for the market, a measure that 
should decrease the number of young people enrolling in study programmes 
not in market demand. There will also be a ranking list, published on the 
Ministry of Education website, enabling young people to assess whether the 
desired study programme is currently a good choice. By this last initiative, 
Serbia is accelerating the process of enhancing the labour market relevance 
of higher education. Despite the application of a national model, there is still 
no systematic approach to providing the legal framework and necessary tools 
for a higher education more oriented to professional skills and labour market 
requirements.

Hungary, the next case, differs considerably from the previous two. As 
in most former Socialist countries in Europe, Hungarian higher education, and 
especially the universities, have traditionally been more theory-oriented and 
theory-focused. Due to the Bologna system, the former colleges in Hungary, 
which were similar to the German “Fachhochschule”, no longer have this 
function. The education they provided was not seen as equal to that of the 
“normal” universities. With the transition started in 1989, higher education in 
Hungary, as in other post socialist European countries, became underfinanced. 
At the same time Hungarian industry, especially the automotive domain, 
required more practice-oriented engineers to operate the high-tech production, 
engineers possessing problem-solving skills and teamwork abilities as well 
as practical working experience. Students obtaining university diplomas 
evidently lacked the social and soft skills demanded by the market economy, 
skills in leadership, communication, project management, negotiations, etc. As 
of 2011, it became increasingly clear that companies should organize extensive 
additional trainings and retraining for newly graduated engineers. At the same 
time, most automobile production companies operating in Hungary had good 
previous experiences with the cooperative education in their home countries. 
All these societal challenges and preconditions led to the development of the 
so-called Hungarian Concept. 

20 A Serbian project partner reported on this new Initiative to establish a national model 
of student practice under the project “My Town – My Choice – My Career”.
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The first attempts to influence the relevance of higher education to the 
needs of the labour market date back to 2011 and are continuing21. Hungary 
is the only country covered by the EDU-LAB project that fully pursued the 
implementation of cooperative higher education as defined by the German 
model of “Duale Ausbildung”. The DHBW model has been adopted in 
terms of quantity: on average, in one semester, students spend 12 weeks at 
the university and 12 weeks in the company. However, this basic rule may 
vary across the autumn and spring semester. The recruitment is conducted 
in a twofold system: the first step of enrolment takes place in the company 
where dual training will be carried out and is followed by the entrance exam to 
the higher education institution. Kecskemét College was the first to introduce 
dual-type training; this was in 2012, at the Faculty of Vehicle Engineering, and 
involved 25 students and two companies; a year later two new courses followed: 
a BSc degree in Mechanical Engineering and a Technical Management course 
specializing in logistics. 

At present, more than 300 students and over 60 companies participate 
in dual education22 in Hungary. Many lessons have been learned since the 
beginning of the model’s implementation. So far it is clear that a significant 
weakness of the dual education system is the students’ strong focus on only 
one specialized field. For young people, the adaptation of their professional 
training to the specific needs of only one company might result in a lack of 
adaptability to new realities and systems23. The Hungarian experience also 
indicates students may be overburdened when the curriculum is not well-
balanced. Other problems in the smooth implementation of the cooperative 
education are the insufficiently developed teaching materials and the lack of 
tutors with appropriate skills and knowledge in the companies. There is also 
the economic risk that students in dual education might not take jobs with the 
respective company after graduation24.

21 The data provided on Hungary in this text are based on the contribution of the Hun-
garian partner of EDU-LAB – the Kecskemét College. Their input during the entire 
project cycle was of essential importance; they also provided the so-called “Withe 
books for Dual type System in Hungary” related to their experience in dual education. 

22 As indicated in 2019 by the Hungarian partner within EDU-LAB project – the Tech-
nical University of Kecskemét.

23 This is so far the main criticism leveled at the traditional theory-oriented higher edu-
cation. 

24 Contracts between students and companies had to be clarified (working contracts, 
scholarships, etc.). Financial issues had to be settled both at universities and at com-
panies. The company had to be “accredited” by universities. The structure of the 
Vehicle Engineering curriculum was established, but its study content had to be re-
structured.
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Table 1. Educational cycle according to the Hungarian concept

25 Bachelor of Science and Master of Sciences. 
26 According to data provided by the Croatian partner under EDU-LAB – the KaW-

Foundation. 

 Source: Kecskemét College

With the very advanced implementation in Hungary of cooperative education 
based on the Stuttgart model, it has now become clear that the compatibility 
between the „dual” and the normal education forms has to be tackled at the 
legal level as well, in order to establish and clarify the status of the different 
institutions in the country and of the BSc and MSc levels25. If basic dimensions 
of a certain model are to be implemented, foreign experience in dual education 
must be presented and cooperation options be used to overcome weaknesses, 
especially those related to educational tools, learning materials and curricula. 
However, in the case of Hungary, under the influence of the automotive industry, 
an educational reform was set up and moved forward at a particular university; 
this laid a good foundation for future work. 

Croatia’s system provides education in three cycles – undergraduate, 
graduate and postgraduate. The higher education institutions are public and 
private and include universities, polytechnics, colleges, and universities of 
applied sciences. Based on their autonomous status, since 2003, HEIs have 
independently determined entrance quotas and study programmes. There 
are two types of studies: 1. professional, mainly delivered by polytechnics, 
colleges, and universities of applied sciences, and 2. academic, exclusively 
offered by universities which also prepare young people for work in science 
and academia. 

Almost 80% of students in Croatia study at “normal” universities. The 
majority of students are enrolled in humanities and social sciences study 
programmes26. For these students the link to practice is organized within the 
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study programmes. There are also some specificities in the organization of 
practice. For instance, the practice-based learning under study programmes is 
characteristic for over two-thirds of study programmes at the universities. They 
include some practical elements, which are mostly mandatory for students. 
However, each university has a different approach to the implementation of 
practice-based learning. A practice may be followed as a separate part of the 
study programme. In this particular situation there is an option to have the 
practice organized either at the company/public organization or at the HEI. 
When organized at a work place: (1) the employer nominates a mentor27; (2) 
HEIs sign contracts with employers, but not in all cases; (3) acquired skills 
are evaluated through  reports, certificates from the employer, or exams; 
(4) in most cases the status of students is not regulated; and (5) students 
rarely receive remuneration. When the practice is organized at HEIs (at 
laboratories, fieldwork, clinics, etc.) a course coordinator mentors the work 
and in most cases acquired skills   are evaluated through exams28. 

The higher education system in Croatia has been in the process of 
reform for the past several years. During that time, about 30 new HEIs 
were established, including private colleges, the first private universities 
and public polytechnics. Between 2006 and 2014, Croatia adopted some 
very important legislative acts and regulated significant processes in the 
sphere of education, such as the development of the Croatian Qualifications 
Framework, the implementation of the external evaluation of HEIs, in line 
with the Act on Science and Higher Education. The first draft of the Strategy 
of Education, Science and Technology (SEST) was elaborated and adopted 
by the Parliament. 

Some of the main priorities of the SEST are the improvement of study 
programmes through consistent implementation of the Bologna reform principles, 
the establishment of an efficient binary higher education system aligned with 
national needs and with the principles of efficient management of HEIs, and the 
internationalization of HEIs. However, although SEST covers a wide spectrum 
of current issues and offers quality solutions, its actual implementation in higher 
education has not properly started yet. 

According to the Croatian KaWFound29, there are some remaining 
challenges with regard to enhancing the labour market relevance of higher 

27 In many cases companies are not able to organise mentors. 
28 All data about Croatia presented in this article are provided by the Croatia project 

partner – the Knowledge at Work Foundation (in short KaWFound) - during EDU-
LAB project cycle and in different project outcomes. 

29 See reference 26. 

4 Regions and “the Regional” in a Sociological Perspective
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education. For instance, the carrier centers in Croatia appear as the first 
important institutions to connect students with companies and businesses. The 
standardization of learning outcomes and awarding of ECTS points is one of 
the most important steps in establishing the system of practice-based learning. 
The regulation of mentorship at companies through unification of tasks, 
obligations, legal status, and subventions will also lead to the standardization of 
practice and practice-based learning at HEIs . If the goal is to implement more 
profession-oriented study programmes, these must be in line with the demand, 
which means the methodology of foreseeing the needs of the business sector 
should be systematically developed30. Finally, continuous tracking of students’ 
employability should be conducted. Hence, the involvement of the business 
sector in university curricula is of essential importance. This means universities 
should continue, and even enhance, their cooperation with the business sector 
in order to better analyze the needs of companies. The business sector should 
be more involved in the adjustment/creation of curricula/syllabi31. 

Much work has to be done related to the universities’ perception of 
applied studies. The surveys of KaWFound have shown that the perception 
of a degree is more important than employability. This perception has roots 
already in the family/parents’ orientation; the perception of universities and 
their degrees is, overall, more positive than the perception of applied studies 
universities. Therefore, a legal regulation of the degree status of universities 
and the universities of applied sciences (UAS) should be established. Students 
from universities of applied sciences in Croatia have many differences to 
overcome in order to continue their studies at universities (e.g. for PhD). In 
neighbouring Slovenia (e.g., the University of Maribor), the students in the 
university of applied sciences can, in contrast, obtain direct entrance. Many 
Croatian students take advantage of this opportunity instead of studying in 
their home country. 

Romania is the last example in this article. It has been chosen because it 
bears the closest similarity with the situation in Bulgaria. Romania faces the 
same societal challenges as most former Socialist countries. The first, and most 
dramatic, challenge is the discrepancy between the higher education offered and 
the needs of the labour market. Traditional higher education programmes do not 
match the requirements of industry and do not ensure the possibility of tying 
young talents to the companies. Employers are afraid this tendency will result 

30 Statistical data from the Croatian Employment Service on the applicability of each 
study programme has only a recommendation status and does not have a proper im-
pact.

31 According to the national project partner, Croatia has one of the lowest rates of influ-
ence of business on the development of curricula.
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in too many students enrolling in academic specialties, a trend that would lead 
to skill shortage, to a lack of trained professionals possessing the skills actually 
needed in industry and engineering. 

So far, Romania has addressed these challenges mostly with individual 
responses from some higher education institutions tackling the long-term impact 
of the gap between the current education system and the actual needs of the 
business environment, in partnership with companies having a specific need in 
a particular community. After consulting employers, and at their request, the 
Ministry of Education regulated dual education and its organization, in order to 
create a strong vocational education system tailored to the needs of the economy 
and labour market requirements32. 

In this respect, the Ministry of Education dialogued with representatives 
of employers as to the optimal organization of vocational training system in 
Romania. Under the new regulations, dual organization of education is applied 
at the request of businesses. Moreover, the organization, duration, content of 
training programmes, and training certification modalities are established in 
consultation with companies. The national education strategy for the period up 
to 2020 states that Romania will channel all its powers so that education and 
training may meet the labour market demand for skills. The strategic vision 
of education and training in Romania is to provide for everyone high-level 
skills relevant to the labour market and society; thus, the development of more 
professionally oriented study programmes is one of the main focuses of many 
higher education institutions in Romania. However, the universities are left to 
fend for themselves. 

There are two basic methods for including labour market relevance 
in quality assurance: to require that higher education institutions submit 
employability-related information to quality assurance agencies before 
programme accreditation or before its reaccreditation can take place; and to 
ensure employer involvement in the governance, design and implementation 
of education. For Romania, the first method is the most problematic because 
it can take as long as three years to change the curricula in response to market 
requirements, as accreditation procedures in the country are complicated and 
take a long time. Nevertheless, in the last few years, Romania has made great 
progress in involving employers in the educational process, especially as 
regards higher education. 

32 Order no. 94/2014 of the Ministry of Education regarding dual education in 
Romania.
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The latest law approved by the Government on this matter (2016) redefines 
the status of the dual education system as an organizational form of professional 
and technical education; it is to be carried out at the initiative of the interested 
economic actors, such as potential employers and apprenticeships partners, 
and is to be based on a partnership contract and on individual contracts for 
apprenticeships; the companies have to cover the expense of additional 
scholarships for students. 

In order to adapt the university curriculum to the needs of the economy and 
social environment, in 2008 one Romanian university, Lucian Blaga University 
of Sibiu (LBUS), launched the initiative of establishing the Advisory Board of 
the University33. This Board, a structure representing the economic and business 
environment, operates under a partnership with the LBUS management team 
working to improve the quality of the graduates’ education. The LBUS Advisory 
Board identifies the needed material resources and ideas to enhance the quality of 
the whole education and scientific research process and the active participation 
of the university in the life of the community. 

The cooperation between higher education institutions and companies can 
be mutually beneficial. In recent years, at the initiative of certain companies, the 
LBUS has developed joint education programmes and curricula, such as the joint 
programmes between Continental Automotive and the Faculty of Engineering, 
and between Keep Calling and the Faculty of Economic Sciences. 

However, this experience comes from the particular efforts of individual 
actors, from specific HEIs, like the LBUS, seeking active cooperation with 
companies or businesses, and from respective industries (such as the automotive 
branch) interested in their inclusion in education. A comprehensive reform 
leading to the increased labour market relevance of higher education has not yet 
been established. 

Conclusions

The analysis of the models and experiences in some of the Danube 
countries presented above clearly shows that cooperative education – also 
known as education-at-work/dual education or practice-oriented education with 
professional study programmes – is an effective approach to increasing the 
labour market relevance of higher education. Societal challenges occurring in 

33 Data and information about practice in Romania is provided by the Romanian part-
ner, the Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu. 
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the Danube region are similar in all the countries except Germany. The most 
influential and best known concept is that of the German Stuttgart model of 
“Duale Ausbildung”. However, this particular model cannot be forced upon 
the other Danube countries. Adopting it is a matter of individual choice and 
is related to the concrete societal challenges, preconditions and circumstances 
in each national education system. For instance, while Hungary has copied the 
German model, the other countries have preferred to follow their own gradual 
paths. 

It is important to emphasize the impact that cooperative education has on the 
economy, especially on local business and regional development. The success 
of the implementation greatly depends on cooperation with companies, on their 
commitment and readiness to participate in the process of change. In the German 
case, it may be said companies were the driving force of the development of 
“Duale Ausbildung”; their role was crucial. In the other countries analyzed, 
the impact of a single project was possible in concrete cases – for a particular 
university/HEI and/or selected subject and/or limited number of companies. 
Such were the cases of Romania and Hungary, where concrete actors were the 
driving force of change. It is not possible to bring about reform in the whole 
education system through a particular project. Very importantly, the review of 
the best practices in the selected countries covered by the EDU-LAB project 
indicates that the cooperation and the dialogue between the three parties – the 
HEIs, the businesses and the public authorities – is the key to the success and 
effective management of individual changes and integral reforms in education, 
especially as regards increasing the labour market relevance of higher education. 

It seems that most of the countries analyzed above are in no hurry to conduct 
the necessary reforms, despite it being very clear that their higher education 
at present does not train the required young talents and fails to provide the 
companies with the right qualifications and, especially, skills they demand. It 
seems such a reform will be too difficult and will face great opposition. The 
strongest opposition seems to be related to the characteristically predominant 
academic orientation of higher education inherited from the previous Socialist 
regimes and still prevailing in the former Socialist countries. Higher education 
with a theoretical and academic emphasis seems to enjoy higher repute than 
vocational education or professional study programmes; moreover, the social 
attitude towards it is enough to block any attempt for reform and change. 
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RELIGIOUS TRAINING IN THE CONTEXT 
OF EU REGIONAL EDUCATION: ANALYSIS OF SOCIAL 

REALITY, POLICIES AND EDUCATIONAL 
SYSTEMS IN EUROPEAN COUNTRIES

Diаna Ivanova Petrova

Abstract: In this article, I look at the relationship between religion and 
education. For centuries, historians and social scientists have written and 
studied their interrelationship and mutual influence between the two. As 
a universal phenomenon in people‘s lives, religion can penetrate all the 
structures of society through the educational process. Religion is the most 
effective way to develop the philosophy of education in a society, for it builds 
not only the person but the whole society as well, including the latter’s values. 
Hence, there is a mutual connection between religion, education and culture. 
Regarding this connection, the study of religion, as part of the educational 
system in our country, can lead to higher educational achievements and the 
formation of religious culture and literacy in the Christian religion. The 
article attempts to clarify how changes in education systems are proceeding, 
which problems are considered of major importance, and, finally, what 
solutions are proposed for each of the problems in the education systems of 
Bulgaria, Spain, Belgium and France.

Keywords: Religion, education, schools, culture, Christianity, еducational 
systems, Bulgaria, migrations, Spain, Belgium, France, ЕU

Introduction to issues

All European countries are focusing on the problems of their education 
systems; in this connection, they are chiefly aiming to enhance schoolchildren’s 
knowledge and the commitment to quality compulsory education, which in turn 
serves to promote economic development and increase the social well-being 
of citizens. Improving education, one of the main elements of public policy, 
is a topic of study for many international organizations, as the importance of 
education on a global scale is growing, becoming a key factor of progress, peaceful 
coexistence and social harmony. The quality of education depends not only on 
resources, but above all on how these are used and how the whole education 
system is organized and managed – ranging from teacher training to family 
involvement in the education process. In recent years, the European Union has 
been developing improvement policies in this area, presenting a clear example 
of collaboration in addressing the educational problеms of Europеan countries. 
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European education has certainly been undergoing continuous transformations 
for decadеs, trying to overcome the various emerging imbalances.

Changes in the structure and organization of education have been made 
in some Western European countries, and education has come to be seen as an 
important contributor to the nation’s economy. The belief that one of the most 
important functions of a school is to “produce” a future workforce that enables 
the country to compete in thе intеrnational economy is becoming a widespread 
and dominant understanding. However, other educаtional functions, especially 
those related to civic, personal and social education, are also important factors. 
The crisis of traditional family values  and the diminishing role of the Churсh, 
the increasing mobility (migration) of the workforce and the disintegration of 
traditional cоmmunities, are often seen as factors in the growing range of social 
difficulties, and this has led to a reassessment of the roles and expectations of 
the overall educаtional process. In this regаrd, thе topic being quite broad and 
requiring much greater in-depth analysis, I have focused on several countries, 
through which, applying comparative аnalysis, I will make an overview of the 
transformations, challenges and current changes, as well as the policies applied 
in the education system to each of these in terms of the presence of “religion” 
in them.

It should be noted that the intention of this article is not to summarize 
the ways in which European education systems function, nor to draw general 
conclusions about their effectiveness, but to trace and compare educational 
processes in Bulgaria, Spain, Belgium and France, drawing on best practices 
regarding the mutual impact of religion and education. There are undoubtedly 
important differences between countries, and in some cases the differences 
between the regions are even more noticeable. Europe is undergоing a period 
of major change that affects all dimensions of society and, hence, education. 
More than being simply a “crisis”, this is a proсess of profound transformation. 
Education in Europe is going through a period of tension and uncertainty1. While 
history has always undergone transformations, currently, against the backdrop 
of sоcial, economic, demographic, technological, migration and other changes, 
Europe is in need of new educational mechanisms. For this reason, the debate 
on education must be open to the whole society, as it has recently become in 
Frаnce2. In fact, many of the problems and insecurities reflected in the European 

1 The source of the information is available at https://www.un.org/development/desa/
dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2020/08/sg_policy_brief_covid-19_and_educa-
tion_august_2020.pdf accessible on 27.12.2020

2 From the very beginning of the crisis, the Ministry of Science in France has been 
organizing and creating a mechanism for succession in education system. More in-
formation is accessible at https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/news-and-press/news/
france-covid-19-crisis-ensuring-continuity-learning-vocational-training
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educational field stem from the problems and concerns of European society. 
The list of educational problems, mainly in the school environment, seems 
to be repeated from оne country to anоther and from one region to another. 
Of particular importance are the difficulties that countries face as a result of 
migration problems that have social and educational consequences. This is thе 
casе with the countries I have selected, as confirmed by Eurostat3 migration and 
staff mobility statistics. In this regard, the table below indicates precisely this 
migration of students, which is increasing with each year. France is foremost, 
being the most preferred “host” country, chosen by over fifty-five thousand 
mobile students. The second most preferred place for education is Italy, selected 
by nеarly forty-five thousand. With almost equal numbers are Belgium, Denmark 
and Spain, who average between twenty-five and twenty-seven thousand people 
choosing to study there. Bulgaria is in the middle range of countries, with over 
twelve thousand foreign students registered in 2017.

3 http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?query=BOOKMARK_DS-
541199 _QID_4E39A7A_UID_-3F171EB0&layout=TIME,C,X,0;GEO,L,Y,0;UN
IT,L,Z,0;PARTNER,L,Z,1;SEX,L,Z,2;ISCED11,L,Z,3;INDICATORS,C,Z,4;&zS
election=DS-541199PARTNER,EUR;DS-541199INDICATORS,OBS_FLAG;DS-
541199ISCED11,ED5-8;DS-541199UNIT,NR;DS-541199SEX,T;&rankName1=P
ARTNER_1_2_-1_2&rankName2=TIME_1_0_0_0&rankName3=ISCED11_1_2_-
1_2&rankName4=UNIT_1_2_-1_2&rankName5=GEO_1_2_0_1&rankName6=INDI
CATORS_1_2_-1_2&rankName7=SEX_1_2_-1_2&sortC=ASC_-1_FIRST&rStp=&
cStp=&rDCh=&cDCh=&rDM=true&cDM=true&footnes=false&empty=false&wai=f
alse&time_mode=ROLLING&time_most_recent=true&lang=EN&cfo=%23%23%23
%2C%23%23%23.%23%23%23 accessible on 27.12.2020.

Fig. 1. Mobile students from abroad enrоlled in education, gender and country 
Last updated: 26.12.2020
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Religion and education: a historical overview, transformations 
and perspectives

Given that religion is considered to be a major pillar in the cultural life 
of nations and is an instrument of vital importance as a conduit of values, we 
cannot fail to realize the important role it plays in society, guiding models 
and lifеstyles in most countries. For this reason, religious education as a 
subject in the formal school curriсulum should traditionally be present 
in the educational system4. Relevant legislative texts exist at national 
and international level in many countries. Spain, for example, has signеd 
agreements establishing the principles on which the regulations for religious 
education must be based5. In most European countries, religious education 
is based on the national constitution, as is the case with Germany, Austria, 
Belgium, Denmark, Spain, Finlаnd, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, 
Portugal and Sweden, countries where the subject of religion is a reсognized 
part of the educational system. France is the only country in the European 
Union that places this subject outside the school environment6. In terms of 
the teaching load for religious education in EU countries, most cases vary 
from 2 to 3 hours per week. Given the nature of the subject, most nations 
delegate this function to the Church and religious communities, although 
the teaching content is subsеquently approved by the respective educational 
administratiоns. On the other hand, almost all countries offer some form of 
alternative subject for students who do not wish tо attend religious classes. 
It must be said thаt these elective subjects usually dеal with ethical, moral, 
and social issuеs.

4 As the German philosopher Oswald Spengler writes: “Every soul has a religion. It's 
just a word about their existence. All living forms ..., verse, every idea is deeply 
religious and should be. ... The essence of every culture is religion” It is cited here 
according to the Bulgarian publication: Шпенглер O., Залезът на Запада, т 1. и 2, 
София:ЛИК, 1994-5. ISBN 9546070084 и ISBN 9546070327 with my own trans-
lation. 

5 In Spain, religion is not a compulsory subject, but is optional. It is regulated by current 
official regulations in accordance with the Constitution and the agreements between 
the Spanish state and the Holy See. Chapter III of the Agreement signed in 1979 is ac-
cessible at https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/secretariat_state/archivio/documents/
rc_seg-st_19790103_santa-sede-spagna_sp.html

6 According to the existing legal framework regulated in 2003 by the Minister of Edu-
cation and Science, the study of religion in secondary education is not a compulsory 
subject. (INSTRUCTION № 2 dated 23.06.2003 for conducting the training in the 
subject “Religion”)
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In this regard, this tendency is expected to continue and the presence of 
religious education in class will spread to more and more countries7. Thus, if we 
take into account the current direction of European policies that are gradually 
pursuing such an educational system for all nations, wе may assert that religious 
education will have to be introduced into school again.

Religiоn and education, two of humanity’s most ancient endeavors, have 
long been closely linked. Undoubtedly, modern access to school depends 
on the educational structure of a country. In many cases, at the heart of 
contemporary education we find methods originally promoted by religious 
leaders and organizations to foster teaching, methods that could help us analyze 
contemporary models in the education system.

Since antiquity, Christian monasteries in Europe were the seat of education 
and enlightenment. According to some theories, the Protestant Reformation of 
the sixteenth century became a driving force for public education in Europe 
(Durkheim 1998). Promoting Bible literacy as a major instrument of religious 
instruction brought about the creation of many schools. However, history knows 
few instances of clashes between religion and science in which prominent 
religious leaders were rebuked. The historical perspective on such events reveals 
the evolution of religion in Europe, enabling us to understand the complex 
relationships of people with sрirituality, religion, institutions and educational 
policies. Thus, from the start of the modern age and to the present, the religious 
formation of civil society has served as a key to tracing the place of rеligion in 
society and in school education. Religion has always been a powerful tool for 
socialization, influencing people’s education and values. Today, it is an integral 
part of the political debate, stimulating the creation of various educational 
conceptions.

Moreovеr, the topic of religious education is extremely important with regard 
to the social reality in which we find ourselves, a reality full of intolerance and 
violence. Thus, the school, as a socializing agent, needs to promote education that 
addresses social behavior, empathy, respect for ideals and the implementation 
of democratic norms. As a result of globalization and migrаtion, Europe has 
become a multicultural society in which different ethnicities of different cultures 
live together. The school subject of religion is of particular importance for the 
moral education of adolescents. In this sense, its study would help solve certain 
social problems and, at the samе time, contribute to moral education as a tool for 

7 Distance learning is encouraged and regulated in several European Union’s policy 
documents starting with the Treaty of Maastricht (1992). Since late 1980s, this trend 
of promoting distance learning has also been supported by several religious networks 
such as EADTU (https://eadtu.eu/ ) and  EDEN (https://www.eden-online.org/) 
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acquiring the moral values   needed to bring together different ethnicities in the 
context of multiculturalism.

To begin with, we must consider the place of religion in the framework 
of law and a number of international norms and treaties at international and 
national level. There are international agreements that countries are committеd 
to implement and abide by. One such is the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UN 1948: 3,4), of which Art. 18 stipulates that “[e]veryone has the right 
to freedom of thought, conscience and religion; this right includes freedom 
to change his religion or belief, and freedom, either alone or in community 
with others and in public or private, to manifest his religion or belief”. Also, 
Art. 26 states that education “shall promote understanding, tolerance and 
friendship among all nations, racial or religious groups”. Religion’s “function 
is psychological and related to the personality… to integrate the activity, to 
аchieve and maintain mental equilibrium and a supreme degree of security and 
meaningfulness of life” (Slannikov 2000: 230). The UN Declaration rejects all 
forms of intolerance and discrimination based on religion, defining these as a 
crime. Another relevant agreement is the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (UN 1966), which stipulates that all states that are 
parties to the covenant commit to providing and ensuring that children and 
students receive a religiоus or moral education that is consistent with their own 
beliefs. Still another is the 1976 International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR 1976), which recognizes civil and political rights and establishes 
mechanisms for their protection. According to it, states should respect and 
“guarantee the religious and moral education of children” (ICCPR 1978: 18). 
The European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights (ECHR 2010: 11) 
emphasizes the right to liberty: “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, 
conscience and religion; this right implies the freedom to change their religion 
or beliefs, as well as the freedom to express thеir religion or their individual 
beliefs, collectively, publicly or privately, through worship, teaching, practices 
and observance of rituals”. Hegel asserts that religion “is essential and cannot 
be alien”; he states that being “takes off in religion”, thereby “limiting life to 
infinity”(Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion 2010: 716). Signed in Lisbon 
in December 2007 by аll member states of the European Union, the Treaty 
establishing the European Community reaffirms the rejection of “any form of 
discrimination based on sex, race, ethnicity, religion”. In the field of education, 
religions are respected in accordance with national laws governing their exercise, 
including the freedom to set up training centers working within the framework 
of democratic principles.

In the last twеnty years, a number of policies have been implemented in 
our country in an attempt to introduce religion as a subject in education. It was 
partially introduced in some schools. Considerable experience has been gained 
through the first steps taken in this respect. Based on past practices and through 
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adaptation to the current education system, appropriate strategies should be 
devised for integrating religion into the generаl education curriculum in our 
country. The obvious urgency of the issue suggests that the work of the various 
institutions and ministries must be synchronized. One of the main missions of 
the project of the Ministry of Education and Science rests on the understanding 
that “there is a deficit of values in Bulgarian sociеty8”. The introduction of this 
subject would not only lead to increasing religious literacy among adolescents, 
but would also contribute to building their system of values and their emotional 
identity. Lack of dialogue and of sufficient information are becoming a hindrance, 
and the adoption of religious education may lead to isolation. On the one hand, 
this is due to the fact that the notion of such education is still looked upon with 
distrust by society. On the other, there is a shortage of educated and qualified 
teachers and a lack of a precise methodology through which the subject could be 
taught and adapted to other school subjects. Cooperation between the different 
institutions is a precondition for highlighting the problem, for devising a model 
of cooperation and a clear concept regarding the religious education.

According to the 2016 study Religion and Education in the World, conducted 
by the independent American agency Pew Research Center, “there are still 
major differences in educational attainment, but all beliefs are making gains, 
especially among women”. Christians are seen to be one of the most highly 
educated religious groups9.

In Belgium religion is taught in schools. Religious education was 
conducted in Belgium as early as 1959, based on a signed pact, whereby 
litigation between the state and Catholics over education was avoided. For 
years now, students have taken a course in Rеligion or Morality. The parents 
decide whether they want their children to be educated on religious issues 
or, alternatively, only on the subject of ethics. The teaching of religion in the 
Spanish education system was introduced under the Spanish Constitution of 
1978 and the 1979 Agreement between the Spanish State and the Holy See 
on Education and Culturаl Affairs; prepared by a democratic government, the 
agreement is part of the Spanish legal system. Spain has a tradition of religious 
education. Religious education in France, after being removed from French 
public education in 1882, was reintroduсed into the school system in 2006. 

8 The source of the information is available at https://mon.bg/upload/14990/pr_UP-
religia-nekonfesionalno_170418.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=bg accessible on 
27.12.2020.

9 The source of the information is available at https://www.researchgate.net/publica-
tion/311761777_Religion_and_Education_Around_the_World_Large_gaps_in_edu-
cation_levels_persist_but_all_faiths_are_makings_gains_-_particularly_among_
women accessible on 27.12.2020.
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The reason for its return was argued in 2002 in a report on reconsidering 
the possible position of teaching religion in public schools. Aссording to the 
report, the lack of such education may have serious consequences for thе 
country’s cultural heritage and collective memory.

This should serve as an incentive and a motive for our further development, 
especially with regard to our young generations. Givеn the highly evolving 
global world we live in and the dynamics with which science and the world are 
evolving, the open borders between countries and the various mechanisms for 
cooperation bеtween them, there are many good practices that we can borrow 
in addressing this problem. In itself, the integration of religion into mainstream 
schools in Bulgaria is a complex avenue involving the creation of a conceptual 
framework and mechanisms for its implementation. Such systems have been 
created and are operating successfully in Romania, Serbia, USA, UK and other 
countries. As early as 2005, the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of 
Europe10 recognized the crucial role of religion for education and the task of 
building a democratic society. This recognition encourages and aims to promote 
education in the EU.

Conclusion

The inclusion of religion in the school curriculum will help foster in 
adolescents a sense of belonging to society and will facilitate the formation of 
awareness of their personality. Religious awareness can help children learn to 
appreciate the worldview and values  of other cultures. Along with European-
level policies, it is also very important to consider national and local policies. In 
Bulgaria, the idea of  this education could be fully realized as long as institutions 
are well motivated and enjoy high public confidence.

From the above discussion, I conclude that the introduction of religion 
as a subject in secular schools would, on the one hand, contribute to the 
religious literacy of adolescents and, on the other, to establishing a stable value 
system and emotional intelligence in society. In order for such education to 
be recognized by society, its study must become compulsory. We know that 
education in Christiаnity would help form an adequate picture of the world and 
of our country’s national identity among school children, and would serve as 
a precondition for inspiring them with a feeling of belonging and with self-
awareness amidst the global world in which we live.

10 The source of the information is available at http://assembly.coe.int/nw/Home-EN.
asp accessible on 27.12.2020
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THE DIGITAL DIVIDE: 
IMPLICATIONS FOR BULGARIA 

(ROMANIA AND GREECE)

Stefan Markov

Abstract: Inequalities in the modern world are abundant and diverse, and 
all of them are of fundamental interest to sociologists. In spite of the many 
positive trends towards global solutions to some of the most disturbing ones, 
it is not likely that every single inequality will be eradicated in the foreseeable 
future. However, current trends, while overcoming traditional inequalities, 
have given rise to new and unknown ones. A substantial example of such is the 
“digital divide” that has emerged with the invention of modern information 
and communication technologies, in particular, the Internet. The digital divide 
is a phenomenon evident to some degree or another around the world. The 
article globally reviews the theoretical data on this phenomenon. Following 
the introductory part, the text focuses on the state of the digital divide in 
Bulgaria and some neighboring Balkan EU member states. The conclusion 
is that the region is lagging behind the Union and its current achievements in 
this respect.

Keywords: Digital divide, digital inequalities, digital gap

Theoretical Findings

The topic of inequalities is undoubtedly central to the field of sociological 
thought; this is historically justified on the one hand and unavoidable on the 
other, as the stratification of societies is a phenomenon that will always be present 
within certain limits. Marx, Weber and even Durkheim paid particular attention to 
the problem, each of them using different methodologies to analyze and identify 
the differentiation of society. Today, in the first decades of the 21st century, the 
problem of inequalities remains an issue, despite the powerful normative and 
technological changes that mark the development of modern society as a whole. 
The globalized world that we are experiencing today is definitely different 
from anything known so far. In developed Western societies, many traditional 
inequalities, especially those related to gender, sexual orientation, political 
views and race, have been largely eradicated or substantially reduced. However, 
such reduction is far from observable in the more peripheral parts of our global 
present, where such inequalities continue to have a real impact on the way of life 
billions of human beings are forced to lead (Romero, Margolis 2005).
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As the world is generally developing in a positive direction (Rosling, 
Rosling, Ryonlund 2019; Pinker 2015), it can be expected with relative certainty 
that traditional inequalities will gradually melt away to the margins of global 
society. Careful tracing of various sets of statistics on the developing world and 
society tiers shows a mostly positive picture. Extreme poverty is gradually being 
eradicated in the poorest countries, the literacy rate of the world population 
is over 80%, the birth rate is falling everywhere, military conflicts are on the 
decrease, and vaccine administration has already spread to the outermost regions 
of Asia and Africa. All these trends are undoubtedly encouraging and are proof 
of an approaching future in which many of the deep-rooted inequalities will be 
reduced or completely eliminated – at least those considered by society to be the 
ugliest sores in the social tissue or to interfere with society’s optimal functioning. 
It is a fact, however, that social trends are not necessarily simple and easy to 
follow. The changes that our time brings about are manifold, and this inevitably 
leads to the question, “What in today’s world indicates that new inequalities 
and dividing lines will emerge in all societies?” Answers can vary, depending 
on the inclinations or preferences of individual researchers. However, one such 
answer is central and already available, and its consequences are influencing all 
societies to various extents. 

Technology is the big “new player”; it has displaced and transformed some 
traditional inequalities while generating new ones. Specifically, the technological 
phenomenon of the Internet lies at the root of the latest of these, namely, the 
digital inequality (more commonly called “the digital divide”).

As far back as the early 1990s, the Internet broke new ground as a 
revolutionary technological innovation rapidly evolving towards global 
presence. The process was relatively slow at first, and the proliferation of this 
technology went on for quite awhile. Western-type societies, with the United 
States in the lead, began to actively introduce technological access and build 
Internet infrastructure in the early years of its public offering. This computer 
network, which was originally used for the exchange of scientific data between 
different universities and scientific units, began immediately to be embedded in 
everyday public life, gradually encompassing large public structures, institutions 
and world organizations. In time, the growth of a technological infrastructure 
has allowed Internet access to become a technology for personal use that is 
rapidly entering the homes of more and more people.

The spread of this phenomenon was rapid and globalizing, and it ceased to 
be the exclusive privilege of developed countries. At the same time, however, it 
became clear that Internet access was definitely not evenly distributed across the 
world (Ragnedda 2017). Particularly emphasized was, and still is, the fact that, 
regarding Internet penetration, developed countries are far ahead of the poorer 
world regions. For example, about a decade after the Internet was launched, in 
2002, only approximately 10% of the world’s population was online. Of these, 

5 Regions and “the Regional” in a Sociological Perspective
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however, 88% were residents of developed industrialized countries (Chen, 
Wellman 2005). Of course, it is undeniable that technologies are developing 
rapidly, Internet connectivity is covering more and more regions of the world, 
and access to connectivity is becoming easier, more reliable, and less expensive. 
This, however, can prove to be in a sense misleading, if we look carefully at 
some figures. In 2016, there were 2 billion people in the world who had no access 
to any digital technology, and broadband Internet connection was available to 
only 15% of the world‘s population (World Bank 2016). Data from January 
2020 indicate that the problem of Internet penetration still remains unresolved 
globally. About 40% of the world’s population does not have online access, 
and among those affected, women are more likely than men to be unable to use 
network connectivity (Kemp 2020).

It is obvious and indisputable that inequalities in access to the Internet 
and modern ICT create a new and (until the 1990s) unknown division - the 
digital divide. Internet access is, at the same time, access to knowledge and a 
basic precondition for the exercise of power relations within the framework of 
political, social and economic prosperity (Ragnedda 2017: 9). In the context of 
the information society, the importance of information, and its sharing, cannot 
be overrated. Individuals who do not have access to knowledge resources find 
themselves separated from the global socioeconomic elites, who do have such 
access. This situation quickly became apparent to politicians, public figures 
and scientists; thus, the term “digital divide” came into use. It implies the 
conclusion that knowledge and information are a valuable social resource 
but are not shared equally among members of the world population, and as a 
result, there appears a gap between those without access to the online realm. 
It is not difficult to guess that the dividing line often follows the paved paths 
of other global social divisions. On the “losing side” of the digital divide are, 
again, the predictable “victims”, i.e., the population of underdeveloped or 
developing countries, women more than men, minorities, the economically 
weak groups, and all those who are discriminated against for some reason or 
other.

The phenomenon we are discussing here began to attract the attention of 
scholars and politicians around the mid- to late-1990s. Initial analyses focused 
on physical technological connectivity. The topic in this case was about access, 
or lack of it, to ICT, particularly the Internet. This is the so-called “first level of 
digital divide”, which is evident at an extremely basic level. The presence, or 
not, of infrastructure, a home computer and a modem began to be regarded as the 
basis for this divide. Those who did not have access to the above technological 
elements were considered to be on the losing side and in a situation of inequality. 
Researchers roughly defined the first decade of the existence of public Internet 
as precisely the starting point of the digital divide – some people had access to 
the Internet while most others did not. 
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This simplistic model is convenient to operate with as it is elementary 
and clearly demonstrates exactly where the demarcation line of the divide is 
located. Understandably, however, such concepts cannot survive in the long 
run without refinement and change. And changes of the model soon appeared. 
The argumentation of researchers became more complex and multifaceted, 
trying to better describe the nature of the digital divide as a social phenomenon. 
Gradually, new elements were added to it and related phenomena examined, as 
a result of which, the relevant research literature has swelled and the perception 
of the problem has changed dramatically. Thus, the “digital divide” became a 
container concept, which gave rise to many variations in the meaning of the term 
(van Dijk 2006: 222).

The issue of connectivity and Internet access was largely resolved in 
developed countries as early as the first decade of the 21st century. In Western 
countries, Internet penetration grew rapidly, and many researchers began to 
dismiss the topic, considering the issue settled (Ibid.). Fortunately, others started 
to look more closely at the problem; it remained on the agenda of science and 
political action, in view of the fact that technological connectivity continued to 
be a problem in less developed countries. The latter fact served as an impetus 
and driving force for further research on the subject, eventually enriching the 
picture and raising many different questions, often of a sociological nature.

Initially, the concept of “digital divide”, as already noted, focused mainly 
on technical access to ICT and the Internet in particular. However, relatively 
quickly, it became clear this difference could not be adequately and fully 
explained through purely technological arguments. Using the Internet “means 
different things to different people and is used in different ways for different 
purposes” (Selwyn, Gorard, Furlong 2005: 7). The simplistic binary division 
between “having” and “not having” Internet access cannot be a successful 
research method in the long run. That is why researchers started gradually 
to ask more complex questions regarding socio-economic, cultural, gender-
related, political and other conditions of Internet use. Indeed, in the face of the 
relatively large-scale penetration of the Internet, simple technological binary 
modes quickly proved outdated and unable to explain many of the resulting 
phenomena. That is why more appropriate concepts, analyzing the digital divide 
in other perspectives, emerged, such as quality of use, knowledge resources and 
digital skills of users with different socio-economic profiles, and different ways 
of using ICT (Ragnedda 2017: 17).

The introduction of these additional coordination axes into scientific 
methodologies marks the second stage in the development of, and research on, 
the digital divide problem. When the issue developed from “have/do not have 
access” to “what we do with that access”, the topic of the digital divide was 
taken to a new level, leading research into much more nuanced and detailed 
pictures of the real digital divide. This second level of digital divide (and 
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research on it) allows it to be viewed in parallel with existing real processes of 
social differentiation and stratification (Ibid.: 18). The new understanding of the 
problem made it gradually possible to view the digital divide as a multifaceted 
and multidimensional problem requiring more complex answers – answers that 
the binary division “access/no access” had no means of producing. The change of 
focus had wide implications for the nature of subsequent scientific pursuits and 
significantly enriched possible questions on the subject. For example, the topic 
of absolute and relational inequality began to be discussed in 2005. Absolute 
inequality, based on the distinction between “haves” and “have-nots”, was seen 
to be significantly more nuanced when the researchers started to explore the 
topic of the various uses of the Internet. Some individuals had earlier access 
to ICT and the Internet than others, some were more adept at mastering digital 
skills, some had better technical (hardware and software) resources, and some 
used the Internet more effectively. At this point it became apparent that digital 
inequality could be a very relative, nuanced thing, and the right approach is 
to look at the problem in a multilayered manner and from different points of 
view (van Dijk 2005: 4). Societal stratification in terms of the ways of using 
the Internet started to become a frequently researched topic. A survey in the 
Netherlands, for example, accumulated data that consumers behave differently 
in the Internet according to their age, gender, education and online literacy. The 
overall conclusion of the study is that, the more the Internet enters its mature 
phase, the more it will reflect and mimic the long-known cultural and socio-
economic relationships of the offline world, while also reflecting all the latter’s 
inequalities (van Deursen, van Dijk 2014: 507).

The new understanding of the nature of the digital divide rapidly became 
dominant, replacing the technological determinism of the early years of Internet 
research. Scientific texts on the topic started taking into account the fact that 
users are different in many ways – some are more adept at mastering digital 
skills, others may have no interest or motivation, many others still may encounter 
different obstacles (such as linguistic problems). All of this has led to the idea 
that digital inequality should be studied in combination with existing social 
inequalities (Ragnedda 2017: 18).

The introduction of this second level of digital divide definitely proves 
that the technological divide is not only relevant to social inequalities but may 
exacerbate them. It is precisely in connection with such observations that the 
thesis of the digital divide emerges and proves to be a social rather than simply 
a technological problem and topic. In the information society in which we live, 
the need to rely on technological expertise to carry out simple tasks of daily life, 
coupled with an inability to extract the maximum of benefits from the Internet 
and ICT (due, for example, to underdeveloped or lacking digital skills), is a 
serious problem and represents real social inequality (Ibid.: 19). Thus, whole 
groups of people may prove isolated and unable to use technological resources, 
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which is a shortcut to an even greater social inequality. Digitally “inept” citizens 
are simply on the fast track to social exclusion due to their inability, lack of 
desire or lack of motivation.

The discussion on this second level of the digital divide is useful and  
provides a clearer picture of the state of societies in terms of technology. For 
example, it has long been the case that entire cultural communities have found 
themselves socially excluded or underprivileged based on language, i.e., their 
lack of sufficient and relevant online linguistic skills. English is in fact the 
dominant language of the World Wide Web, and this undoubtedly creates some 
difficulties for a wide range of users who do not speak or write this language 
adequately. For example, it has been found that the Hispanic minority in the 
US prefers to use online resources in Spanish rather than English, although 
they live in a country where English is the official language (Chen, Wellman 
2005: 529). These potential or actual Internet users have serious difficulty 
finding appropriate resources in the language they speak. It is understandable 
that, in this situation they cannot find practically useful information, such as 
job postings, real estate listings, online forums and social networks, holiday 
bookings, e-administration and e-commerce, etc. This automatically puts them 
outside the circle of “power” users who speak English. English is definitely 
central to the global web; use of this language is, on the one hand, one of the 
main sources of the digital divide; on the other, it “rewards” those who have 
mastered it (Segev 2010: xxiii).

Another problem researchers have noticed is that there is a small but still 
real gender gap in the use of the Internet. Women, who are globally slightly 
less educated than men, are often underrepresented or otherwise discriminated 
against in relation to the digital realm and its use. For example, recent statistics 
for the end of 2019 indicate that 48% of the world’s total population is online, 
while for men the figure is 58%. On all continents, men are more represented 
as online users. The differences are even more noticeable when considering 
specific online activities. For example, women in South Asia are three times 
less likely to use social media than men. In many Arab countries, Africa and 
Asian regions, inequality between women and men online has increased in 
recent years, to the disadvantage of women (Kemp 2020). Globally, gender 
inequalities around the world are decreasing, but this trend, which is neither 
final nor ubiquitous, requires further study in order to be tracked and adequately 
explained (Liff, Shepherd 2004).

The linguistic and gender issues in the context of the digital divide research 
are two centers of attention that demonstrate only a small part of the difficulties on 
the road to equal and global Internet access. Financial status, physical disabilities, 
cultural backgrounds, age status and a number of other indicators are also part of 
the preconditions that create or deepen the digital divide. Subsequent research 
with a view to better understanding and counteracting them is an important task 
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still relevant today, both at a scientific level and in terms of targeted regional, 
national or international policies. But finding the right way to eradicate these 
problems is a daunting task and it is definitely important to address yet another 
level of the digital divide.

Researchers of the social implications of the Internet have begun in recent 
years to focus on a third level of digital divide, which not only examines 
technological inequalities but also takes into account the real practical 
dimensions of their results. The third digital divide is related to the “offline” 
results and benefits of using ICT. The goal here is to abolish the artificially 
created dichotomy between the real/offline world versus the virtual/online world. 
The basic concept in this third level of digital divide is that digital inequalities 
are based on the social activities of consumers and their life trajectories. The 
conclusion is that social inequalities are at the heart of digital inequalities, and, 
closing a vicious circle, the latter strengthen the former in the already stratified 
social fabric (Ragnedda, 2017: 48).

The third level of the digital divide clearly refers to the question as to 
who benefits most from online presence and online activities. What are the 
measurable benefits of our digital citizenship, how does the Internet affect 
our life trajectories, what rewards and benefits do we derive from our online 
activities, how do we reinvest in our social environment the benefits derived 
from the Internet? Obviously, some ICT users are able to profit much more than 
others who have minimal knowledge and skills to work in this environment. But 
what exactly are the more significant offline benefits that really affect the quality 
of life of online users?

So far, not many quantitative and qualitative studies have been specifically 
focused on this question. However, one such study is often cited in scientific 
literature because it is pioneering in providing measurable results for a country, 
the Netherlands, that has almost universal access to the Internet (van Deursen, 
Helsper, 2015). The aim of the study was to register the actual benefits for users 
belonging to different socio-economic and socio-demographic backgrounds. 
The authors divided the types of Internet use into 5 broad categories (with 
several subcategories): economic uses, social uses, educational uses, political 
uses and institutional uses. This is a detailed survey that provides interesting 
and verifiable results for the many real benefits deriving from all types of online 
activities, as well as identifies the factors of relevant inequalities between 
different user groups. It makes us aware that certain social inequalities are 
being transformed into digital ones, which subsequently close the circle in 
becoming social again.

“The results suggest that most digital divide indicators related to skills and 
types of the Internet use contribute to similar levels of inequalities in the outcome 
categories. We observed differences in economic results related to economic 
resources such as education and income. Differences in social outcomes related 
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to social resources such as marital status. Institutional outcomes related to 
economic and social resources, and political outcomes to educational resources. 
Furthermore, differences in educational outcomes are related to economic, 
social, and educational resources.” (Ibid.: 45)

One of the central findings of the study is that people’s higher social 
status makes them better advantaged online users deriving real offline benefits. 
However, the authors warn that future studies in this field should be carefully 
conducted, and, in order to ensure adequacy of the measured offline results, one 
should strictly distinguish the precise types of benefits being derived (Ibid.: 47).

The third level of the digital divide is currently relatively poorly understood 
and studied. And yet, it could be asserted that socio-economic and socio-
demographic inequalities affecting the offline results of Internet use will be 
confirmed here as well. It is also evident that digital and social inequalities are 
interconnected and overlap to some extent; and that often the former reinforce 
the latter. On the other hand, it may be considered that this process is not fixed 
and unchangeable. It can be observed, for example, that many online users are 
able to utilize their digital skills and high motivation in order to improve their 
own social status by gaining real offline benefits typical of people of higher 
social status. It is safe to assume that the latter category are often young and 
educated people falling under the definition of “digital natives”. However, 
this claim must be taken with some caution, as certain studies suggest that the 
importance of motivation and emotional experience for the use of technologies 
can play the roles of both facilitator and barrier to certain online behavior; hence 
the tangible offline benefits may differ (Gómez 2018: 83-84).

Statistical Findings

Bulgaria, which has been a member of the European Union since 2007, is in 
a group of leading countries in terms of penetration and Internet consumption. 
The data for the last two years from various sources are approximately 
consistent. The EU statistics for 2018 show that, on average, 89% of households 
had access to the Internet (Eurostat 2018); in 2019 the value increased to 90.4% 
(Internet World Stats 2019). These figures   are very high globally, as the total 
world Internet penetration for 2019 was 56.6% (Ibid.). Thus, Bulgaria ranks 
in a prestigious group of countries that, according to the criterion of “Internet 
access”, can be said to belong to the developed Western-type countries. But 
what is the real position of our country in this elite club? The question provokes 
a deal of concern when we take a closer look at the data. Among the top 
countries in the EU is the Netherlands, where penetration covers 98% of the 
households (Eurostat 2018). Germany comes in second place (after the UK left 
the EU on 31/01/2020): there, 94% of the population has Internet access. The 
percentage for Finland is the same. The other EU member states have a slightly 
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lower performance on this survey indicator. Bulgaria is the last in the list, with 
72% of the population having Internet access. However, this finding has evoked 
criticism, as alternative influential sources point to lower numbers. According 
to Internet World Stats, only 66.7% of Bulgarians had Internet access in 2019. 
The difference in values might be due to the different statistical methodologies 
used. In any case, the gap with respect to the leading EU countries, and even to 
the Union average, is evident. Even more striking is the difference with regard to 
non-EU Iceland, where Internet penetration is 99% (InternetWorldStats 2019).

What do these numbers tell us, what is the real picture in terms of Internet 
access? Even a hasty look at the situation in Europe makes it clear that Bulgaria 
has a real problem starting even at the first level of the digital divide. The problem 
of access is in fact almost inexistent in the European countries that have gone 
beyond the issues typical for this level. But in Bulgaria, in 2020, many people are 
still cut off from modern technologies - in particular, from access to the Internet 
and all its resources. About 30% of the population are virtually absent from the 
digital realm. This is an alarming figure when compared to what is “normal” 
for most other EU countries. In comparison, it may be noted that in Indonesia 
(a country with a gross national income of $ 3,540 per capita), penetration is 
63.5%, slightly lower than in Bulgaria (a country with a gross national income 
of $ 9,272 per capita). Put in this way, it becomes quickly obvious that Bulgaria 
is facing technological difficulties characteristic of a developing country.

These data are disturbing as they indicate that the first level of digital 
divide is still observable in Bulgaria. A significant part of the population here 
still lacks access to the Internet, despite the local popularity of third-generation 
(3G) phone services. There were 9.93 million mobile phone subscriptions in 
the country in 2019, in a population amounting to 7 million people. Despite 
this over-saturation with cell phones, 30% or more of the users do not have real 
Internet access (Datareportal 2019).

A quick comparison with the neighboring Balkan countries of the EU 
gives an idea of   the general state of the region and the place of Bulgaria in a 
comparative table. In the same period (2019), Greece had 73% and Romania had 
77% Internet access (Ibid.). Clearly, these values are significantly lower than the 
average figures for Europe and the EU. Apparently the three Balkan EU countries 
are suffering a serious delay in technological development as well as severe 
social inequalities, a fact that has been no secret for sociologists researching 
social stratification. It seems that, in Bulgaria and the neighboring EU countries, 
there are great discrepancies between the progress of rural and urban regions. 
The Internet was rapidly and reliably spreading in the capital of Sofia at the end 
of the 1990s, a process that continued for a long time and provided high Internet 
penetration in this city at the dawn of the Internet and home computers. The 
situation is similar in other major cities of the country, where the first level of 
digital divide has long not been observed and the competition between providers 
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of technological infrastructure has been escalating for years. Very different is the 
picture in small towns and villages, where some locations still have no Internet 
access at all. The social backwardness of entire regions of Bulgaria has been 
a well known fact for decades. It is in Bulgaria and Romania that some of the 
poorest regions across the EU are located. These inequalities can be considered 
the major cause of the first-generation digital divide in Bulgaria and the other 
two Balkan countries.

The ability to make good use of the Internet and its resources and the 
presence of digital skills are the main (though not the only) distinguishing factors 
concerning the second level of the digital divide, as previously stated. Even if 
there is Internet connectivity everywhere and anyone can afford to buy a fixed or 
mobile computer device, the question remains as to what can be achieved with 
these. Technological infrastructure and user devices alone are not sufficient to 
make people benefit from the Internet resources. Harnessing ICT resources for 
useful and measurable purposes is precisely the indicator that gives an idea of 
the real presence of a second level of digital divide.

Recently, Eurostat issued up-to-date data showing the picture of digital 
literacy in the Union. Digital skills are not the same across countries and 
settlements (villages, small towns and suburbs, large cities). The levels of 
competence are different almost everywhere, depending on the location. On 
the average, 62% of people living in big cities in the EU have basic or higher 
digital skills; for small towns and suburbs this percentage is 55%, and in rural 
areas it is 48%. These average values for the whole EU give  an idea of   the 
overall situation and of the differences between cities and villages – an average 
of 16 points in favor of big cities. Finland is in the lead, with about 85% of 
the urban population there having basic or higher digital skills. At the other 
end of the spectrum are Bulgaria and Romania. In Bulgaria, 40% of the urban 
population have such skills, and in Romania, 39%. In both countries the level 
of digital competence in the villages is shockingly low – 17% in Bulgaria and 
22% in Romania. On average, 29% of the general population in Bulgaria has 
basic or higher digital skills; in Romania the rate is a bit higher – 31%. The 
EU-wide average is 58% (Eurostat /a/ 2020). The situation is slightly different 
in Greece, where 59% of the urban population has basic or higher digital skills; 
contrastingly, in rural areas of that country, only about 36% of the residents have 
such know-how (Ibid.).

Obviously, the three Balkan EU member states perform much below the 
average for the EU and Europe as a whole. And all three are far below the 
accomplishments of countries like Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Iceland 
and Switzerland.

Lack of adequate digital skills is a major cause of the second level of digital 
divide. The inability of many people to work productively and profitably with 
the resources of the Internet puts many countries and entire regions at the end 
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of the “digital queue”, far behind developed and economically prosperous 
countries. Researchers are concerned that lack of Internet skills can contribute 
to the development and strengthening of lasting social inequalities (Barbovschi, 
Balea 2013: 179).

The Internet has been actively used by all age groups in the world. 
However, the fact is that young people and adolescents are the greatest users. 
This is especially obvious in the case of Bulgaria. A comparative international 
survey conducted in 2010, researching the online activities of children between 
the ages of 9 and 16, shows that the fundamental lag in Internet use among 
Bulgarian consumers does not apply to the youngest. The survey found that 
91% of 9-16-year-olds were online (Livingstone et al. 2011). However, it is 
interesting to track their digital skills, and whether the second type of digital 
division is present among adolescents.

Children in Bulgaria have demonstrated a very high level of digital skills 
(4.7 points compared to 4.2 points on average in Europe) and a wide variety 
of online activities (7.8 points compared to 7.2 points on average in Europe) 
(Barbovschi, Balea 2013: 183). Despite these good figures, the acquisition of 
digital skills and the ability to perform various online activities are correlated 
with socio-demographic factors. Parents’ education has a significant impact 
on adolescents’ use of the Internet, which confirms the presence of a second-
type digital divide (Ibid.: 188). The study also found that, as a whole, Internet 
inequalities are embedded in social inequalities and the latter often reinforce the 
former (Ibid.: 188-189).

The third level of the digital divide is specifically, increasingly attracting 
research interest today. The search for direct and measurable benefits from the 
use of the Internet is a topic that takes the issue of the divide to a new level. 
Overall, the big picture of how and for what purposes people use the Internet 
is clear and has been explored to some extent. But the availability of technical 
skills and the consumer’s understanding of the benefits of online usage does not 
mean that he/she is really able to benefit by the Internet and its resources. How 
to change one’s life trajectory or to gain a financial advantage in life offline is 
the real question today. Precisely these topics are beginning to be gradually 
explored in connection with the third level of the digital divide (van Deursen, 
van Dijk, Helsper 2014).

In order to determine the measurable benefits of our online presence, it 
is wise and appropriate to group these benefits within some broad framework. 
Placing them in the categories of “economic benefits”, “social benefits”, 
“political benefits”, “institutional benefits” and “cultural benefits”, as mentioned 
above, is convenient and covers a large part of the range of offline benefits that 
can be drawn from the Internet (Ibid.). What kind of work we can find through 
the Internet, what kind of goods we can buy cheaper, what friends or partners we 
can meet, what educational benefits we can get, what political benefits we derive 
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and how we interact with authorities online - these are increasingly measurable 
types of benefits resulting from our online behavior, and they fall under the 
categories listed above. To this day, no specific studies with such a focus have 
been conducted in Bulgaria. That is why it is impossible to assign specific values 
to the degree of third-level digital divide in Bulgaria, or to indicate which types 
of users derive maximum benefits for themselves. (The same applies to the other 
two Balkan countries.) Whether the users in question are men or women, young 
or old, whether they live in cities or in villages, are unkown details requiring 
future research. Foreign experience can only suggest that the wealthier and 
better educated residents of large cities and suburbs are privileged, but this will 
remain a hypothesis until the issue is specifically studied.

Thanks to the statistics on Internet usage, information on the actually 
obtained benefits is available, but it is only partial: 26% of men and 26% of 
women in the country (adults aged 15 or above) make online payments. That 
means only a quarter of the population (a rather optimistic prognosis) can derive 
meaningful economic benefits from this source (Datareportal 2020). Data on the 
use of social media suggest a more promising picture. In Bulgaria, such users 
amount to 3.9 million people, or 56% of the country‘s population (Ibid.). This 
suggests that some (we do not know what share) of these people derive real 
social benefits, including new contacts, friendships, or even live partners. The 
situation is similar in Romania, where 19% of the users make online payments. 
The data for Greece show that 26% of the population shop online (Ibid.). Both 
figures   are obviously low, with Romania even lagging significantly behind 
Bulgaria and Greece. The situation regarding the use of social media in the latter 
two countries is similar to that in Bulgaria. 57% of Romanians and 59% of 
Greeks are social media users, which gives hope that the region is homogeneous 
in terms of social benefits (Ibid.).

In terms of institutional benefits, at least two of the three countries are 
also lagging behind the EU average. In Romania, only 10% of the population 
use e-services, while for Bulgaria the share is about 25% (Ragnedda, Kreitem 
2018). In comparison, between 80% and 90% of the population of Estonia and 
Latvia use public e-services (Ibid.). No data are available for Greece.

The categories of “political benefits”, “institutional benefits” and “cultural 
benefits” are completely unexplored and it is hard to even guess what percentage 
of the population of Bulgaria, Romania and Greece are on the winning side of 
the third level of digital divide.

Conclusion

Data for foreign countries show that social inequalities become digital ones, 
and these, in turn, are perpetuated into new social ones. The privileged ones 
in this situation are usually people with a good socio-economic background. 
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These winners at the second level of digital divide are predominantly middle 
class. It is mainly members of this social tier that successfully bridge the digital 
gap and derive measurable benefits for themselves (in the third level of digital 
divide). The size of the middle class in Bulgaria can roughly be estimated at 
50 or 60% of the country’s population (Stoilova, Staneva 2017). But what 
part of this class is winning the digital race remains largely unknown, and 
future research must determine the share. The same applies to the other two 
countries. In eventual future projects, it will also be possible to study what 
other variables affect the digital divide at the second and third levels, and 
to clarify which factors place some people in a favorable, and others in a 
disadvantageous, situation.

The question of the digital divide in Bulgaria and the neighboring Balkan 
countries is a complex and poorly researched area. It pertains to all three levels, 
access – use – benefits, and in this respect, Bulgaria differs significantly from 
other EU countries. Here, about one third of the population does not use the 
Internet at all, this being the highest value in the entire Union. What knowledge 
and skills consumers have online, what their motivation and goals are, and what 
offline benefits they derive for themselves, are questions that have likewise not 
been well researched. Clearly, more extensive studies on the issue are needed.

Bulgaria, Romania, and, partly, Greece are examples of countries lagging 
behind the EU average values in terms of Internet penetration, digital skills and 
offline benefits. The fact is that the region is generally on the losing side of the 
three levels of digital divide. Whether this situation can be reversed in a positive 
direction, which digital inequalities can be overcome, and what are the major 
obstacles the countries in the region face, is a complex set of questions that is 
yet to be answered.
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HOW DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 
IMPACTS REGIONAL ECOSYSTEMS: 

THE CASE OF SOFIA

Vassil Kirov

Abstract: The main objective of this chapter is to analyse the specific role 
of digitalization and its impact on a regional entrepreneurial ecosystem, 
illustrated by the case of Sofia. This study, which is part of the H2020 
BEYOND4.0 project, is based on mixed methods. The case of Sofia conveys 
a drastic economic change boosted by digitalization and the development 
of knowledge-intensive industries. While digitalization impacts on the ICT 
sector do lead to high-road development, the effects of outsourcing show 
mixed trends. 

Keywords: Digitalization, Sofia, entrepreneurial ecosystem, ICT, outsourcing

Introduction

Over the last several years, the digital transformation has been rapidly 
changing the world of work in Europe. This trend represents a major challenge 
to policymakers and social scientists alike: so far, there is no consensus about 
the impacts of this process. For some, digitalization is quite disruptive and 
could lead to the end of work as we know it; for others, this is an evolutionary 
technological change that could lead both to job destruction and job creation, 
in line with what has been observed during previous major technological 
changes (see Warhurst et al. 2019). And although digitalization has had a 
transversal impact on the economy, there is still insufficient evidence regarding 
the specific deployment and impacts of the digital transformation on concrete 
sectors, regions and institutional systems. In this perspective, the exploration of 
the digital transformation at regional level could bring new knowledge about 
concrete mechanisms of adaptation, inclusivity outcomes and the role regional 
policies play in shaping this process.

The main objective of this chapter is to analyse the specific role of 
digitalization and its impact on a regional ecosystem, illustrated through the 
case of Bulgaria’s capital city, Sofia. The research described is part of a larger 
Horizon 2020 European Union funded project, “BEYOND 4.0: Inclusive Futures 
for Europe BEYOND the impacts of Industrie 4.0 and Digital Disruption” 
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(http://beyond4-0.eu/)1, whose focus is the way digital transformations impact 
regional ecosystems, economies and societies. More concretely, one of this 
project’s lines of research relates to the economic and social impact of digital 
transformation on the basis of six regional cases in Bulgaria, Finland, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Spain and the UK. In particular, the present research aims at: 
(i) assessing the inclusive-growth-related impacts of digital transformation at 
the levels of the ecosystem and regions, now and in the future; (ii) analysing 
how ecosystems and regions can respond and adapt to future changes as well as 
investigating how inclusive-growth regional futures can be achieved; and (iii) 
assessing how the European Union could help and support regions and regional 
ecosystems in adapting and changing course (what are the ingredients needed 
for a suitable EU strategy at regional level?). 

The specific questions addressed in the analysis are laid out as follows. 
How did this digital transformation develop and how have digital technologies 
been adopted within the entrepreneurial ecosystem over the past 10 years? What 
have the impacts on the ecosystem been, in terms of high-road versus low-road 
developments? What role do policies have in supporting transformation that 
contributes to economic growth and inclusiveness?

After discussing the theoretical background and methodology, the 
present article will discuss developments in Sofia, particularly regarding two 
entrepreneurial ecosystems—the ICT and outsourcing industries—in order to 
draw conclusions regarding the inclusiveness of the project.

Theoretical background

The theoretical background of this research is based on two main streams 
of literature. The first is devoted to the digitalization of work and employment, 
while the second is concerned with entrepreneurial ecosystems. 

In order to explore digitalization-driven restructuring, we have to critically 
analyse recent contributions investigating the impacts of the digital transformation 

1 BEYOND4.0 (2019 - 2022) aims to help deliver an inclusive European future by 
examining the impact of new technologies on the future of jobs, business models and 
welfare. The project uses a multidisciplinary research approach undertaken by a top-
tier consortium with stakeholder engagement throughout the project. BEYOND4.0 
has five objectives: 1. To provide new, scientific insight into technological transforma-
tion; 2. To provide new, scientific insight into company strategies dealing with techno-
logical transformation; 3. To examine the impact of technological transformation on: 
a. quality, content, and distribution of work; b. skill needs; c. education and training; 
d. value creation by companies; 4. To identify policy options for: a. fiscal policy (e.g., 
robot taxes); b. welfare policy (e.g., basic income); 5. To identify social investment 
approaches and tools for inclusive growth.
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on work and employment. In the continuum of pessimistic-to-optimistic 
scenarios about job destruction, job creation, job change and job replacement 
(Frey, Osborne 2013; Rifkin 2014; Degryse 2016), we stake out a more nuanced 
view on the possibility of job destruction while focusing on the processes of 
job change (Warhurst et al. 2019). In other words, current employment levels in 
Europe are at an all-time high, and catastrophic predictions of job destruction—
e.g., the prediction of Frey and Osborne (2013) that about half of all US jobs are 
at risk of automation—haven’t come to be. In this transformation, digitalization 
does matter. Yet other factors, like globalization, ageing, climate change, and 
so on, also play a parallel role. Finally, there are strong voices claiming that 
technology is not deterministic but rather socially negotiated by key social 
actors at various levels – company, industry, regional, national and EU (Berting 
1993; Bijker et al. 2012). 

The second stream is focused on the study of the entrepreneurial and 
business ecosystems, two central concepts with deep regional roots. These 
concepts use and build on the natural ecosystem (“ecological system”) 
analogy, defined as a biotic community, its physical environment and all the 
interactions possible in the complex world of living and non-living components 
(Acs et al. 2017). The notion of an entrepreneurial ecosystem is defined as “a 
set of interdependent actors and factors coordinated in such a way that they 
enable productive entrepreneurship within a particular territory” (Stam, Spigel 
2016). This ecosystem perspective is used to analyse, interpret and explain 
how digital transformation in industry/services has taken shape and what 
its effects/impact have been, are and will plausibly be at the regional level. 
According to Stam (2015), the entrepreneurial ecosystem approach shares a 
common focus with other established concepts—such as clusters, industrial 
districts, innovation systems and learning regions; it is an approach fixed on 
the external business environment. What sets it apart is that, rather than only 
focusing on firms, it also considers entrepreneurs and their context within 
the entrepreneurial ecosystem. The main elements of the entrepreneurial 
ecosystem are its framework conditions (including social ones, made up of 
both informal and formal institutions, and the physical conditions enabling 
or constraining human interaction) and its systemic conditions (networks of 
entrepreneurs, leadership, finance, talent, knowledge and support services.). 
The central question here is how regions can influence and manage the digital 
transformation and its impacts.

Methodology

BEYOND4.0’s overall research on entrepreneurial ecosystems is based on 
the use of mixed methods. Firstly, the main variables for analysis and their related 
indicators are identified. These include: physical infrastructure – road, rail, air 

6 Regions and “the Regional” in a Sociological Perspective
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and digital; demand – purchasing power per capita; new knowledge – domestic 
R&D investments; leadership – prevalence of innovative project leaders; finance 
– regarding access to investments/capital at different levels; formal institutions 
– measured as rule of law, quality of government, transparency and absence of 
corruption; culture – defined as entrepreneurship culture and measured by the 
number of new firms per 1,000 inhabitants; talent – skills availability and mobility; 
networks – the amount of venture capital invested in the region, measured as the 
percentage of firms that collaborate for innovation; and intermediate services – 
supply and accessibility of intermediate business services. The above variables 
and indicators are based, and build, upon Stam and Van de Ven (2018) for the 
region under scrutiny. Secondly, a long-term historical perspective is mobilized. 
This long-term analysis limits its focus to a few decades (since the 1960s) and 
explores the path dependence of the regional ecosystem. Finally, qualitative 
research methods are used. These include interviews with key institutional 
stakeholders, companies, skills providers, regional authorities and financial 
institutions, among others. In the framework of the present publication, the 
analysis relies on historical data and desk research2. 

The case of Sofia

In a European context, Sofia is quite an interesting case because of the 
spectacular development of knowledge-intensive sectors there during the last 
decade. 

Sofia is the capital of Bulgaria and heads one of the 28 administrative 
districts (oblasti) in the country. The city has increasingly growing population 
numbers 1,325,429 (2018)3. It corresponds to a NUTS 3 level region. The 
country is divided into two planning regions corresponding to NUTS 1 
(Northern and Eastern Bulgaria; Southwestern and Southern Central Bulgaria) 
and six planning regions at the level of NUTS 2 (Northwestern, Northern 
Central, Northeastern, Southeastern, Southwestern and Southern Central), 
but these do not correspond to historical or geographical notions and are not 
recognizable nationally—except for the programming of European Structural 
Funds4 (which is still centralized).

Sofia has long had the largest regional economy in Bulgaria, contributing to 
40% of GDP and registering the highest GDP growth rates over the last decade 

2 The qualitative interviews as well as the analysis of the quantitative indicators are in 
progress (as of spring 2020). 

3 The population of the city has increased continuously in recent years.
4 For more information about EU structural funds in Bulgaria, see https://www.eufunds.

bg/en 
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(IME 2018: 4). At present, Sofia attracts about half of the investments in the 
country, mainly in the sphere of services.

In addition to private investments, Sofia has become a “champion” in 
absorption of EU funds, which represent the major source of public investment. 
By the end of June 2019, Sofia had absorbed 4.2 billion BGN (IME 2019).

Sofia is also a success story in terms of exports. The export revenue of 
Sofia-based enterprises has been growing rapidly since 2014, in line with the 
expansion of the city’s economy. About one-third of the country’s export revenue 
is generated in the Bulgarian capital.

With a population of 1.3 million (2018), this NUTS 3 region had a GDP 
(PPS) per capita of 15,181 euros in 2018 (one of the lowest for a capital region 
in the EU, but about 2.2 to 2.3 times higher than the average for the country). 
The city’s population continues to increase (Fig. 2), partially due to internal 
migration from other Bulgarian regions. The educational level of the population 
in Sofia is the highest for the country (51% with higher education compared to 
a 28% country average in 2018). In 2017, the labour force aged 15-64 in Sofia 
numbered about 696,000 people, or 21% of the country’s population, up from 
650,000, or 19%, in 2010 (IME, 2018). In the same year, 677,000 people of 
working age were employed, and the employment rate among the population 
aged 15-64 had reached 75%. The national average was 67%. Moreover, the 
unemployment rate in 2018 was only 2.1% in the capital, much lower than the 
country average of 5.3%.

Source: NSI, Note: *Preliminary data
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5 IME 2018: 6
6 InvestSofia 2019: 25

Source: NSI cited in IME 2018: 6

Fig. 25
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Sofia’s economy underwent a major economic transformation during the 
post-Communist period (80% of its GDP came from services in 2018, whereas 
industry had predominated only two decades earlier). 
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This economic transformation has been partially shaped by the significant 
increase in the share of knowledge-based services in the city of Sofia over the 
last 10-15 years. This process was boosted by foreign and local investment, 
greater participation of Bulgarian companies in the global value chain (GVC), 
and the use of EU funds to increase competitiveness. 

As a matter of fact, data on employment by economic activity indicate that 
the metropolitan economy has undergone restructuring due to rapid growth in 
the IT and outsourcing industries over the last several years. During the post-
Communist period, the planning of economic development was somewhat 
neglected as a negative reaction to the formal planning activities carried out 
under state Socialism. However, EU membership stimulated the drafting of 
development strategies, including smart specialization. While Bulgaria adopted 
its “Innovation strategy for smart specialization of the Republic of Bulgaria 
2014-2020 (IS3)”7, Sofia became the first Bulgarian municipality to adopt and 
implement its Strategy for Smart Specialization8 in 2018. The strategy underlines 
the local government’s wish to develop two economic areas: informatics/ICT 
and new technologies in creative and recreational industries (these are in fact 
among the four priorities for the country as a whole). 

Within the Sofia region, we have analysed one incumbent ecosystem as 
well as an emerging one. The incumbent ecosystem we consider is that of the 
software industry, while the emerging ecosystem is the outsourcing industry. 
Both are deeply rooted in the digital transformation.

ICT industry development in Sofia

The incumbent ecosystem under scrutiny is ICT, with a focus on the 
software industry. Bulgaria, alongside East Germany, developed during the 
Communist period as the largest producer of hardware and software in the 
former Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, the economic organization 
of Communist states (see Rogers, Tchalakov 2014 and Tchalakov, Burton 
2001). After the launch of the first Bulgarian computer “Vitosha” in the 1960s9, 
the state-led ICT sector developed within the framework of public research 
institutes and the 1967-established state enterprise, IZOT Co (Tchalakov, 
Burton 2001). The latter included production facilities and R&D structures 

7 https://www.mi.government.bg/files/useruploads/files/innovations/ris3_26.10.2015_
en.pdf 

8 https://investsofia.com/en/sofia-municipality-to-be-bulgarias-first-municipality-with-
a-smart-specialization-strategy/ 

9 See Boyanov (2014) for the development of computer industry in the Communist 
period.
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within the country. During the 1970s and 1980s, Bulgaria started producing 
storage devices, microprocessors and all the necessary equipment for 
computers. Other large state-owned companies were also created, specializing 
in the production of calculators, personal computers and storage devices, among 
them “Mikroprozessorni sistemi” and “Elektronni elementi”. According to 
Boyanov (2014), more than 30 factories were operating in the field of computer 
technology by the 1980s. Just before the fall of the Communist regime, the 
electronics and telecommunications sectors accounted for 25% of industrial 
production in Bulgaria. The field employed about 130,000 people, including 
8,000 highly qualified engineers (according to data reported by Rahn and Utt10, 
cited in Tchalakov, Burton 2001: 281). However, about 95% of its production 
was sold in the former USSR, illustrating the economic dependence this 
industry had on a single large country.

After the political changes of 1989, the ICT industry in Bulgaria underwent 
a profound change. All the large state-owned enterprises were dismantled in 
the process of de-monopolization (Kirov 2001), with R&D centres closed and 
most companies losing their market share. While hardware production had 
all but disappeared, in the 1990s an emerging sector was already developing 
around individuals or teams of managers and programmers from the formerly 
state-owned companies, who were starting private business initiatives 
(Tchalakov, Burton 2001). By the late 1990s and the beginning of the new 
decade, many of these companies had become well integrated in the GVC 
(Mako et al. 2009), mainly as subcontractors combining good technical skills 
with low labour costs. At the same time, they also registered upward mobility 
in their respective value chains, moving to more complex tasks and high-
value-added projects (op. cit.).

Following this robust development, the country’s IT sector in 2018 was 
proclaimed the best performing industry in Bulgaria. A decade’s worth of 600% 
increased income since the European Union accession in 2007 made it the 
country’s fastest growing sector. 

The past 10 years have seen the local ICT sector experience a transition 
from outsourcing, based on low-cost labour and low added value, to R&D-
intensive and high-value-added products and services (ARC Fund 2019: 
55). For this period, Bulgaria has confirmed its position as a destination for 
the development of R&D intensive and innovative technologies—not only in 
software but in hardware as well (op. cit.). This trend is even more clearly visible 
in the field of software product development, in which ICT multinationals have 

10 Prepared by the National Chamber Foundation for the People’s Republic of Bulgaria; 
directed and edited by Rahn and Utt (1990). Report on Bulgarian economic growth & 
the transition project. Washington, DC.
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been establishing R&D centers since the early 2000s, mainly through buying 
out their longstanding Bulgarian subcontractors (e.g., VMWare Bulgaria, 
Software AG, SAP, Devexperts, Progress, Bosch Software Innovation Sofia, 
IDT Bulgaria, Leanplum Bulgaria, etc.). In parallel, a number of authentic 
Bulgarian companies claim to rank among innovative global leaders, albeit 
within ‘narrower’ specialized market niches (e.g., Chaos Software, Ontotext, 
Interconsult Bulgaria, Mobile Systems, Software Group Bulgaria, Sirma 
Medical Systems, etc.). Bulgarian companies in this sector have now begun 
providing products and services to end-clients instead of being involved only in 
subcontractor networks.

Such successful developments in the sector have made it more attractive 
to budding entrepreneurs (ARC Fund 2019: 61). About 30% of the companies 
operating in 2018 were founded after 2014. Almost three-fourths of these new 
businesses are in Sector 62, “Information technology activities”, which includes 
programming and execution of consulting services in connection with computer 
maintenance and computer systems. A recent survey on Bulgarian ICT start-ups 
has also acknowledged their over-concentration in the capital city11. 

The bulk of the ICT sector is concentrated in the Bulgarian capital 
(accounting for 87% of revenue, 80% of employment and 91% of added value 
for the whole sector in 2018). At present, 14% of Sofia’s exports are produced 
by the IT sector, itself employing about 50,000 people (in 2018), who are paid 
3-4 times more than the average wages in the city.

The ICT sector developed without external support until the late 2000s, 
but the existence of EU funds has been an additional factor in its development 
(Bulgaria being an EU member since 2007). In parallel to the direct support 
of ICT companies within new projects, the European Investment Fund has 
allocated 21 million euros through the JEREMIE program to two funds: the 
accelerator, early-stage fund Eleven (Eleven Ventures) and the seed fund 
LAUNCHub (LAUNCHub Ventures). In recent years, Sofia Tech Park was 
launched12, with an overall investment of 34 million euros up to 2018 (IME 
2018). This first science and technology park in Bulgaria was created with 
the aim to establish itself as a platform for exchanging knowledge and ideas 
among academia, businesses, government and society. Another important 
player is the ICT cluster13, acting as an umbrella organization of the Bulgarian 
ICT industry and including 10 members (ICT associations and ICT clusters) 
comprising more than 280 SMEs from various industry segments as well as 
six Bulgarian technical universities. 

11 2019 EDIT national report on micro, small and startup digital businesses in Bulgaria, 
by MOVE.BG

12 https://sofiatech.bg/stp/information/ 
13 http://www.ictcluster.bg/for-ict-cluster/ 
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At present, Sofia is considered to be one of the most vibrant start-up 
and entrepreneurial ecosystems in Central and Eastern Europe. The city has 
managed to attract top talent from the countryside in recent years, but has 
also recruited from all neighbouring countries and become an entrepreneurial 
hub for the Balkans. In late 2015, Forbes magazine ranked Sofia among 
the top 10 cities worldwide to launch a start-up14. The investment of EU 
funds has been complemented by private capital. Alongside the two 
funds, a community of angel investors has started investing in idea-only 
or early-stage companies. Incubators and pre-accelerator programs, such 
as StartItSmart, 9 Academy and Founder Institute, have started to provide 
knowledge and skill sets to new entrepreneurs. The formation and expansion 
of the venture capital community in Sofia has further supported more mature 
start-ups and companies in their growth stage. These venture capital funds 
include NEVEQ, Black Peak Capital, Empower Capital and Rosslyn Capital 
Partners, among others. 

According to the local investment agency of Sofia Municipality, 
SofiaInvest, Sofia features a concentration of most universities in the country, 
as well as (to a lesser degree) public and private research infrastructures. A 
number of initiatives for cooperation between businesses and universities 
have been launched, including curricula offered in foreign languages. At 
present, 23 universities, with more than 100,000 students (including 42,000 in 
STEM), 63 research centres and a number of independent software schools are 
operating in the city. Furthermore, some private educational initiatives have 
been launched recently, such as Software University, called SoftUni (https://
softuni.bg/), and Telerik Academy (https://www.telerikacademy.com/)—both 
were launched by founders of successful IT companies. An illustration of the 
scope such initiatives have had is SoftUni’s response to the continuous lack of 
well-prepared IT specialists in Bulgaria. Since its establishment in 2014, this 
training center has prepared more than 5,500 students. Since then, 92% have 
started work in local IT companies. SoftUni has developed partnerships with 
more than 70 companies in the ICT sector in order to facilitate job placements 
for its graduates. 

In terms of infrastructure, Sofia is well connected to many large European 
cities by air, which distinguishes it from other Bulgarian towns. This facilitates 
both communication and opportunities for direct meetings with clients and 
partners from Western Europe and North America. While digital infrastructure 

14 https://startupcityalliance.eu/sofia/general/ecosystem/ and https://www.forbes.com/
sites/amyguttman/2015/11/29/top-10-cities-in-the-world-to-launch-your-startup-
some-may-surprise-you/#3105434a7e57 
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across the country still lags behind most EU member states (DESI)15, the situation 
in Sofia is much better. According to the Sofia Investment Agency, the share of 
households with Internet access in the capital city is significantly higher than 
the national average—76% against 67% in 2017. Sofia also leads in terms of 
Internet usage: in 2017, 78% of people between the ages of 16 and 74 had used 
the Internet in the previous year, compared to a 66% average for the country.

Finally, as Forbes qualifies it, Sofia has one of the most vibrant start-up and 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in Central and Eastern Europe. Together with several 
dozen large companies, there are fast growing SMEs in numerous segments 
from fintech, cleantech and gaming to edtech, entertainment and so on. The 
development of the ICT entrepreneurial system in Sofia has enabled high-road 
development, pushed by the digital transformation.

The Outsourcing industry

The outsourcing industry was hardly known in Bulgaria in the mid-2000s 
(Kirov, Mircheva 2009). The movement of operations by companies active in 
the outsourcing of business services to Bulgaria was partially driven by the 
available skills, relatively good infrastructure and lower wage costs in the 
country. In some cases, activities were relocated from former sites in Western or 
Central Europe.

By 2016, the value added of the outsourcing sector in Sofia had reached 
a record 2.2 billion Bulgarian leva (or 1.1 billion euros), about 50% above its 
2011 level. Thus, the outsourcing industry has already contributed 10% in added 
value to the capital’s economy. 

At present, there are 60,000 employees working in business process or 
information technology outsourcing, located mainly in Sofia. 4.8% of Bulgaria’s 
GDP is generated by this sector. Bulgaria ranks in third place as the most 
attractive outsourcing location in the world, according to the 2015 Business 
Process Outsourcing (BPO) & Shared Service Location Index by the global 
consultancy group Cushman & Wakefield. Bulgaria moved up eleven positions 
from its ranking in 2014 (https://www.outsourcinginbg.com/timeline). 

15 The European Commission has put in place a tool for measuring digitalization pro-
gress in member states. The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) is a com-
posite index that summarizes relevant indicators of Europe’s digital performance and 
tracks the evolution of EU member states in digital competitiveness. According to 
the DESI 2019 results (https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/desi), Finland, 
Sweden and the Netherlands have the most advanced digital economies in the EU. 
Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, Poland and Italy have the lowest scores.
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Some of the big players in this sector include IBM, Sutherland Global 
Services, AT Kearney and HP, which opened its Global Delivery Center in Sofia 
in 2006 (the location was chosen in a competitive selection process involving 
fourteen countries) and at present employs about 3,500 people. IBM’s Global 
Delivery Centre was inaugurated in 2007, providing end-to-end business process 
services for IBM needs around the globe. Recently, the World Bank opened its 
own service center in Sofia; it plans to employ about 200 people17. The industry 
is concentrated mainly in Sofia (see map below). Most of the companies are 
concentrated in a few locations around the city, such as Sofia Business Park.

16 AIBEST 2019 (https://outsourcinginbg.com/sites/default/files/aibest_industryre-
port_2019_2910.pdf) 

17 https://investsofia.com/en/world-bank-chose-sofia-second-world-center-shared-ser-
vices/ 

18 https://www.investbg.government.bg/sectors/.../Business+Process+Outsourcing.pdf

Fig. 4. Number, headcount and operating revenues (EUR bln) in Bulgarian outsourcing16

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
327

35 384

1.446 366

43 247

1.438 417

50 005

1.598
444

57 031

1.885
474

61 925

2.230

Number of companies

Headcount

Operating revenue
hh (EUR bln)

Fig. 518



91

However, in contrast with software production, the outsourcing industry 
has not garnered solely positive results. In the context of increasing labour costs, 
some companies operating in the country have started to discuss the further 
relocation of activities (e.g., towards low-wage destination countries) and the 
automation of certain processes.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored the development of two entrepreneurial 
ecosystems situated in the Bulgarian capital of Sofia. Over the last three decades, 
Sofia has experienced a drastic economic transformation wherein industry was 
replaced with services, including an increasing amount of knowledge-based 
services. The development of both ecosystems, the ICT sector and business-
process outsourcing, has contributed to the impressive economic development 
of the city.

In the context of drastic economic and societal changes, the Bulgarian ICT 
sector succeeded in transforming itself in the early post-Socialist years, and 
integrating with the GVC, at first as a low-wage, low-value-added subcontractor, 
but lately as a high-value-added supplier of specialized software and IT 
solutions. Most recently, this development has been led by multinationals with 
local R&D centers on the one hand and highly-specialized local companies on 
the other. Simultaneously, the ecosystem has benefitted from the path-dependent 
developments, availability of skills and improved access to finance, especially 
following Bulgaria’s EU accession.

The strategic positioning of the city with regard to ICT development has been 
recent, and the mobilization of EU/national support instruments is still not sufficient 
to overcome policy gaps (e.g., in terms of skills provision or infrastructure). 

Some of the initial findings of this study demonstrate that digitalization (old 
and new) has been a vector for the ecosystem’s socially inclusive development, 
especially the ICT ecosystem, but this process has also been strongly impacted by 
globalization (and thus the opportunity to serve clients in other regions, mainly 
Western Europe and North America) and EU membership (bringing economic 
and political stability and access to structural funds). The long path-dependency 
and integration with the GVC have both played positive roles in keeping human 
potential in the region of Sofia and attracting talent from the countryside as 
well as neighbouring countries. On the contrary, the outsourcing sector, which 
benefitted from the relocation of numerous jobs from Western Europe and North 
America, is now partly endangered by the automation of some more routine 
tasks or further relocations. 

Still, even given that digitalization’s effects have been socially inclusive in 
general, it is difficult to evaluate the potential spill-over effects on other business 
ecosystems or other regions in the country. 
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Finally, the ICT ecosystem seems to be beyond the reach of the “captured 
state” (Dimitrova, Buzogány 2014) because ICT and BPO businesses stand 
independently from organized mafia-type groups and the state. 
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