RESPONSE

to the questions, recommendations, and critical remarks of the Academic Jury in the
competition for the academic position of Associate Professor, Professional Field 3.1.
Sociology, Anthropology and Cultural Studies, Scientific Specialty “Sociology (Social
Inequalities in Small Settlements and Rural Areas. The Roles of Local Initiative-Based
Social Group Actors in Local Development)”, for the purposes of the “Stratification,
Inequalities and Mobility” Section at the Institute for the Study of Societies and
Knowledge, Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (ISSK-BAS), announced in the State
Gazette, Issue No. 61 of 29 July 2025

By Senior Assistant Professor, PhD Kamelia Petkova Tsvetkova-Nedyalkova

Dear Professor D.Sc Rumiana Stoilova, Chair of the Academic Jury,
Dear Professors and Associate Professors, Members of the Academic Jury,

I would like to express my sincere gratitude for your positive attitude and the high
evaluation of my scholarly work. I am deeply appreciative of the substantive analysis and the
thorough reading of the publications I submitted for participation in the competition.

I would particularly like to thank Professor D.Sc Maya Keliyan for her precise and
insightful analytical review of all materials I provided in connection with the competition, as
well as for her high assessment of my achievements in both scientific-theoretical and scientific-
organizational terms. For me, this review is valuable not only as an evaluation of the work
accomplished so far, but also as a confirmation that the research trajectory I have pursued—
focused on the study of social inequalities, local communities, and the role of social group
actors in local development—has a legitimate place and significance within the sociological
discipline.I am especially grateful for the recognition of the consistency of my scholarly
pursuits, for the attention given to my monograph, and for the assessment of the conceptual
and empirical contribution related to the analysis of local festivals and the development of the
LFC index. I accept this review both as recognition of my work to date and as motivation to
continue working in the same spirit—with responsibility toward science, commitment to the
academic team, and confidence in the importance of the research topics I pursue.

I would like to express my gratitude and high appreciation for the review by Professor
D.Sc¢c Rumiana Zheleva, which offers an in-depth and multifaceted perspective on the
submitted materials and their place in the development of my research trajectory. Particularly
valuable are her balanced analytical approach, her attention to the conceptual and empirical

coherence of my work, and the identification of its key strengths. The review provides an



insightful assessment of the achievements to date and outlines important directions for the
future development of my research. I accept the recommendations offered as an important
framework for further advancement of my scholarly agenda:

1. Regarding the possibility of integrating the three main thematic strands into a unified
analytical framework: I fully share the view that there is a need for a stronger conceptual
linkage between my research on local communities, social inequalities, and digital
transformation. In my future work, I intend to develop an explanatory framework that
traces the common mechanisms of vulnerability, resource mobilization, and local
agency across diverse social contexts.

2. Regarding the expansion and deepening of the validation of the “soft power” index:
The proposal for additional validation of the index is extremely valuable. I plan to apply
the index across different types of settlements, as well as to analyze its stability over
time. This will allow for its broader use as an instrument for assessing local cultural
practices and social resources.

3. Regarding the need for a more detailed theoretical positioning of the concept of “soft
power”: I fully accept this recommendation, as a clearer distinction between “soft
power” and related concepts such as social capital and collective efficacy will
contribute to more precise theoretical grounding. In my future publications, special
attention will be devoted to this conceptual clarification.

When you are ready, feel free to send the next part, and I will continue with the same academic
style and terminological consistency.

[ gratefully acknowledge the questions raised by Professor D.Sc Rumiana Stoilova,
which address important social aspects of digital transformation and the dual transition. From
a sociological perspective, the contribution to addressing these challenges lies primarily in
uncovering the social mechanisms that shape the readiness of different groups of workers to
develop their digital skills. The analysis of institutional, cultural, and motivational barriers
makes it possible to identify groups at risk of digital exclusion, as well as to explain why
employees in later stages of their professional careers often encounter greater difficulties in
adapting to technological change. Sociological research provides insights into the actual needs
of these groups and the conditions under which they can be motivated, which is crucial for the
design of effective and socially sensitive lifelong learning, training, and reskilling policies.
With regard to the question of how businesses and the state should be advised, the findings
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workforce diversity and the specific characteristics of sectors exposed to restructuring risks
under the dual transition. Businesses should be encouraged to implement flexible forms of
training and blended support models for older employees that help reduce barriers to
participation. On the part of the state, support is needed for regionally targeted reskilling
programmes, incentives for employers to invest in the digital skills of their workforce, and
protective measures for workers in sectors facing a high risk of closure. In this context,
sociological analysis supports both businesses and public institutions by providing an evidence
base for the planning of appropriate and socially grounded policies aimed at adapting the
workforce to technological and environmental change.

I also thank you for the recommendation to focus my efforts on increasing the
international visibility of my scholarly publications and on publishing in higher-ranked, peer-
reviewed outlets. I accept this recommendation as a valuable guideline for the future
development of my research and publication activity.

I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Professor Dr. Petya Kabakchieva for
her in-depth opinion, as well as for the comments and recommendations she has provided. They
are highly valuable and contribute to a clearer delineation of both the scholarly contributions
and the limitations of the present monograph. Her remarks regarding the strength of qualitative
research and its potential for more in-depth analysis are fully justified. The in-depth interviews,
participant observations, and contextual descriptions reveal rich and nuanced strategies of
cohesion, survival, and development within local communities. In this sense, the
recommendation to pursue a future standalone study focused entirely on qualitative research
and specific local contexts (separately for villages or small towns) is extremely valuable and
fully aligns with my future research intentions.

The comments concerning the presentation and analysis of quantitative data are also
well grounded and raise important methodological issues. In this regard, I would like to clarify
that the primary empirical sociological study is nationally representative of the adult population
of the country, based on a sample of 800 respondents. The sample was constructed exclusively
for settlements in which local festivals are held. For the purposes of the present monograph, a
secondary analysis of the dataset was conducted, through which an analytical subsample of
respondents residing in small settlements was formed. The total size of this subsample is 434
respondents, including 209 respondents from villages and 225 respondents from small towns
with a population of up to 30,000 inhabitants. The results and analyses presented in the book

are valid for this subsample and do not claim representativeness for the entire population. This



is a deliberate methodological choice, consistent with the research focus on the social role and
impact of local festivals in small settlements.

With regard to Tables 14 (pp. 146—147) and 15, it is important to emphasize that they
do not present the socio-professional structure of the respondents, nor do they represent actual
groups of social actors. Rather, the tables reflect cross-tabulations between substantive
questions related to residents’ assessments of the role of various social actors in the
organization and impact of local festivals. Categories such as “local government,” “NGOs,”
“community centres (chitalishte),” and others function as analytical categories referring to
perceived social actors, rather than as characteristics of the respondents themselves.
Consequently, their relative share within the sample does not affect the distribution of the
results presented.

With regard to the theoretical framework, the use of a broad range of authors and
definitions is a deliberate choice aimed at demonstrating the multi-layered nature of festivals
as a social phenomenon. I agree that a more systematic introduction of the concept of glocality,
as well as a clearer typology of festivals and celebrations, would contribute to further
conceptual sharpening of the analysis. In the present study, the terms “local festival” and
“festival” are used interchangeably as a conscious methodological decision, consistent with the
empirical reality of small settlements. In these contexts, the boundaries between the two types
of events are often not clearly delineated, and local actors themselves tend to use the terms
without strict terminological distinction. The analytical focus is placed on the social functions
of festive events and their role in community cohesion and the “soft power” of the local
community, rather than on their genre-based differentiation.

I fully agree that tracing the relationship between the naming of a festive event and its
goals and activities represents an interesting and analytically productive perspective. Within
the framework of the present study, this issue was not examined separately, as the focus was
on the social functions and community effects of festive events, regardless of their designation.
Such an analysis could be developed in future research aimed at a more refined typology of
local festive practices.

The recommendation concerning the distinction between small towns and villages is
well founded. In the present study, this distinction is made on an institutional basis, in
accordance with the administrative status of settlements, in order to ensure comparability
among the cases studied. I agree that factors such as population size, demographic structure,
the presence of a school, and proximity to a larger city influence the character and functions of

festive events. A more in-depth consideration of these factors would contribute to a more



nuanced understanding of differences in the character and functions of local festivals. I would
also like to thank you for noting the technical inaccuracies, which will be corrected in a
subsequent edition.

I would like to thank Associate Professor Dr. Siyka Kovacheva for her thorough and
precise opinion, as well as for the positive evaluation of the concept, theoretical model, and
empirical analysis presented in the monograph. The comments and recommendations she has
offered constitute a valuable contribution to the further reflection on the topic and highlight
important points that support the development of the research. In response, I provide the
following clarifications and arguments.

With regard to the recommendation that the methods for selecting interviewees, as well
as the format, duration, and techniques of observation, are insufficiently clarified, I would like
to note that the methodological section of the monograph is presented in a synthesized form.
This is a deliberate choice, as the main objective is to foreground the theoretical and analytical
aspects of “soft power” without overburdening the text with technical details. The selection of
interviewees was conducted through a purposive strategy typical of qualitative sociological
research. Specifically, actors who are directly involved in the organization of local festivals
and who possess relevant experience were included. The aim was not representativeness, but
depth of information. The format, duration, and techniques of observation follow the project-
based methodology on which the monograph is grounded. Within the book, they are presented
in a condensed manner in line with its scope and analytical focus. The analytical conclusions,
however, are based on a systematic processing of qualitative data, including thematic coding
and comparative analysis.

With regard to the comment that “it is unclear why, in the part of the work devoted to
the theoretical perspective of the study, ‘key characteristics of the success of local social group
actors’ are presented, given that the cited table refers to a handbook of a non-governmental
organization, and that it would be more logical for the factors of successful interaction to be
presented and assessed as conclusions derived from the overall analysis,” I would like to offer
the following clarification. The table presenting the “key characteristics of success” is included
in the theoretical section because it serves a conceptual function within the structure of the
monograph. It does not summarize empirical results, but rather introduces a framework of
factors that is widely used in the literature and in practice-oriented models for analyzing local
initiative-based actors. Its purpose is to familiarize the reader with the types of competencies,

organizational resources, and social skills that are commonly considered important for the



activities of local social group actors, prior to the application of the specific empirical
interpretation.

The theoretical chapter of the monograph is not purely academic in nature; rather, it
combines scholarly theories with conceptual tools used in the analysis of real community
processes. For this reason, the inclusion of the table at the point where actors’ resources and
roles are discussed was intended as an explanatory element rather than as a concluding finding.
In this way, the table functions as a preliminary analytical reference that subsequently
underpins the interpretation of the empirical data.

I would like to thank you for the recommendation that “the chapter concludes with a
brief summary that focuses primarily on the positive aspects of interaction among different
actors and the positive effects on the local community, without sufficiently addressing possible
contradictions in the process, open or latent conflicts among actors, and negative impacts on
the community.” The monograph is conceptually oriented toward examining the mechanisms
through which local festivals function as a factor in the formation of the “soft power” of the
local community. For this reason, the analytical focus is placed on integrative processes that
foster community cohesion, mobilize resources, and generate positive patterns of interaction
among different actors. The study does not deny the existence of tensions, competing interests,
or differing visions regarding the organization of festivals. However, within the specific
analysis, these aspects are of secondary importance in relation to the main research objective—
namely, to understand how and why local festivals generate “soft power.” Isolated instances of
difficulties in interaction among actors are present in the empirical quotations, but they are not
developed as a central thematic focus, as they are not decisive for substantiating the main thesis.
Consequently, the positive effects are more strongly emphasized, as they relate to the
community as a whole and reflect the core contribution of festivals to local identity and social
cohesion.

I also appreciate the comment that “the index measuring the contribution of local
festivals consists of three groups of factors with a total of 27 indicators, which are described in
detail, without sufficiently clarifying their connection to the research results presented in the
previous chapter.” The index is conceived as a synthetic analytical tool that integrates both
quantitative and qualitative data. Due to the multidimensional nature of the concept of “soft
power,” the indicators are derived from the theoretical framework and from generalized
empirical observations, rather than serving as a direct extension of individual results from the
preceding chapter. In Chapter Three, they are presented conceptually, with the aim of

operationalizing the complex notion of “soft power.” The links between the empirical data and



the indicators follow the logic developed in the theoretical section, as well as recurring patterns
identified in both the quantitative and qualitative data. The purpose of the index is to propose
a unified measurement model applicable across different local contexts, one that goes beyond
the specific empirical material of the study.

I would also like to thank you for the observation that “the mechanism for assigning
values to multiple indicators, based on qualitative research that requires financial and time
resources, reduces to some extent the practical applicability of the indicator.” The index was
developed as an analytical instrument designed to capture the complex nature of “soft power,”
which is shaped by both quantitative and qualitative parameters. When examining phenomena
such as local identity, social trust, initiative, and community mobilization, qualitative data are
an indispensable component, as these processes are difficult to capture solely through
standardized quantitative indicators. The aim of the index is not to function as an operational
administrative tool that every municipality can apply mechanically without adequate resources,
but rather to serve as a conceptual framework and analytical approach for assessing the impact
of local festivals. Its practical applicability is intentionally flexible: different municipalities
may use those indicators for which data are available to them, or adapt the set of indicators
according to their own capacity. This adaptability is deliberately embedded in the design of the
index in order to avoid rigid and resource-intensive implementation. In this sense, qualitative
indicators do not diminish the practical value of the index; rather, they provide depth and
analytical precision, which are essential for understanding social processes in small
settlements.

With regard to the comment that “social inequalities within local communities are
insufficiently illuminated, and that ‘local people’ are treated as a homogeneous group; taking
into account differences among local actors by status, ethnicity, gender, and other indicators
would deepen the analysis,” I would like to offer the following clarification. The monograph
is focused on the mechanisms through which local festivals contribute to the formation of the
“soft power” of local communities. In line with this objective, the analytical perspective is
directed toward processes of collective action and community mobilization that support
cohesion, identity-building, and the development of social capital. Within this context, the text
examines the profile of the volunteer—local residents who voluntarily participate in the
organization of festivals. This profile reflects an important dimension of internal differentiation
within the community, as it highlights which social groups are more actively engaged, the roles
they assume, the competencies they possess, and the ways in which volunteering functions as

a resource for “soft power.”



The examination of this profile makes it possible to trace certain social differences
within the community, but through the lens of their contribution to collective life rather than
as a separate axis of social inequality. The decision not to develop a distinct analysis of internal
social inequalities is a deliberate methodological choice, directly linked to the core thesis of
the monograph—that festivals function as integrative mechanisms that activate community
resources. Consequently, social differences are interpreted insofar as they participate in
mobilization processes, rather than being treated as an independent object of analysis. In this
way, the presentation of “local people” does not homogenize them, but instead considers them
through their roles and forms of participation in community initiatives, which is essential for
understanding the dynamics of “soft power.”

I would like to thank Associate Professor Dr. Mariana Draganova for her thorough,
precise, and highly positive opinion, as well as for the question she raised, which contributes
to further clarification of the analytical focus of the monograph. With regard to the role of
Local Action Groups (LAGs), I would like to clarify that within the framework of the study
they are not treated as a separate analytical object, but are functionally included within the
broader category of local initiative-based social group actors. This choice is deliberate and
derives from the core objective of the research: to analyse not the institutional forms of
festivals, but the social actions, interactions, and resources through which the “soft power” of
the local community is generated. In this sense, where LAGs have been established and
function actively (including in the village of Kurtovo Konare), their representatives—Ilocal
authorities, active citizens, NGOs, community centres (chitalishte), businesses, and media—
are present empirically and analytically in the study, not as a formally institutionalised
structure, but as part of the network of local actors who initiate, sustain, and develop local
festivals.

The decision not to explicitly foreground LAGs as a separate category is also motivated
by the intention to avoid excessive institutionalisation of the analysis, given that LAGs do not
exist in all small settlements. One of the main aims of the study is to propose a universal
analytical and instrumental model applicable to diverse local contexts. In this regard, I fully
share the reviewer’s observation that LAGs can be regarded as the “backbone” of social capital
where they are present, and I consider the question raised as opening an important avenue for
future targeted research, in which the role of LAGs could be examined in greater depth as a
specific institutional mechanism of local development.

I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to Associate Professor Dr. Vilyana

Ruseva for her well-argued and positive opinion, which acknowledges both the quantitative



and qualitative dimensions of my scholarly and applied research activities. I highly value the
comprehensive assessment of my research profile, as well as the in-depth analysis of the main
thematic areas of my academic output: social and spatial inequalities, digital divides, the
integration of vulnerable groups, local communities and local festivals, labour markets, and
regional development. It is particularly meaningful to me that the opinion highlights the
connection between scholarly research and its practical application in policies, programmes,
and local initiatives, as well as my sustained engagement in national and international academic
and applied projects. This assessment fully corresponds to my understanding of sociology as a
discipline with a clearly articulated public responsibility.

No critical remarks are formulated in the opinion, for which I am grateful. I accept the
recommendation for broader dissemination of research results as extremely valuable and fully
share this perspective. In my future work, I will continue to make efforts to more actively
communicate research findings beyond the strictly academic sphere—through participation in
public debates and expert forums, collaboration with institutions, non-governmental
organisations, and local communities, as well as through publications addressed to wider
audiences.

Finally, I would like once again to thank all members of the Academic Jury: Professor
D.Sc Rumiana Stoilova, Professor D.Sc Maya Keliyan, Professor D.Sc Rumiana Zheleva,
Professor Dr. Petya Kabakchieva, Associate Professor Dr. Siyka Kovacheva, Associate
Professor Dr. Mariana Draganova, and Associate Professor Dr. Vilyana Ruseva for their
in-depth reading, high professional standards, and constructive dialogue reflected in their
reviews and opinions. The assessments, questions, and recommendations offered constitute a
valuable foundation for the further development of my research and will be taken into account
in my future scholarly and applied work. I regard this competition not only as recognition of
the work accomplished to date, but also as a responsibility to continue and further develop my
research programme in the fields of social inequalities, local communities, and social

transformations.



