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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Social, economic and political context 
 
The population of Bulgaria was estimated at 7.1 million in 2016, representing 1.4% of the total EU 
population. GDP per capita (in Purchasing Power Standards, PPS) stands at 48% of the EU-28 average. 
The unemployment rate is 7.7%, while the employment rate was 64.3% in 2016. 
 
Bulgaria has undergone a significant transformation over the past three decades, moving away from a 
highly centralised, planned economy to an open, market-based, upper-middle-income economy 
securely anchored in the EU. In this context, Bulgaria faces the two interrelated challenges of raising 
productivity and addressing rapid demographic change. Higher productivity growth is critical for 
accelerating convergence, as Bulgaria’s income per capita is the lowest in the EU.1 
 
In recent years, more than a third of the population was at risk of poverty or social exclusion (41.3%).2 
Bulgaria ranks first among the Member States in which the risk of poverty or social exclusion is above 
the EU average. Youth unemployment is a major problem for the existence of a competitive economy 
and active social inclusion. Bulgaria is one of the Member States with the highest proportion of young 
people aged between 15 and 24 not in employment, education, or training (NEETs). This indicator 
stands at 22.6% in Bulgaria.3 In this context, according to the World Bank, productivity will need to grow 
by at least 4% per year over the next 25 years for Bulgaria to catch up with average EU income levels, 
thus boosting shared prosperity. 
 
With regard to the contribution of the different economic sectors to Bulgaria’s GDP, in 2016 agriculture 
accounted for 5.14 %, while industry contributed approximately 27.61 % and the services sector about 
67.25 %. Bulgaria exports mostly manufactured goods (clothing, footwear), machinery and transport 
equipment and chemicals. Bulgaria's main export partners are Germany, Turkey, Italy, Greece and 
Romania, while its main import partners are Germany, Russia and Italy. 
 
In its economic forecast,4 the European Commission states that strong growth lies ahead for Bulgaria 
with private consumption expected to be the key growth driver. In addition, inflation is expected to 
move into positive territory in 2018. Unemployment will continue to decrease in the coming years. The 

                                           
1 http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/bulgaria/overview  
2 Eurostat press release 199/2016, 17 October 2016. 
3 Partnership Agreement of the Republic of Bulgaria outlining the support from the European Structural and Investment 
Funds for the 2014-2020 period, July 2014, p. 18.   
4 Economic forecast for Bulgaria, European Commission, Spring 2017. 
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fiscal deficit for 2016 was at 0.9 % of GDP. Economic analysts agree on an annual average growth rate 
of around 3 % for the period 2018-2021. 
 
Bulgaria became a member of the EU on 1 January 2007 and has committed to adopt the euro once it 
fulfils the necessary conditions. Bulgaria is not yet a member of the euro area and the lev (BGN = the 
Bulgarian currency) is not yet within the exchange rate mechanism of the European Central Bank (ERM 
II). The country does not have a target date to adopt the euro. The European Commission believes that 
Bulgaria qualifies for entry into the Schengen area. For this, a unanimous decision by the EU Member 
States will be required. 
 
Bulgaria is a parliamentary republic. Its basic law is the Constitution, founded on the principle of 
separation of powers between the legislative, executive and judicial branches of government. It has the 
following institutions of State: the National Assembly (the Parliament, elected for a four-year term); the 
Council of Ministers; the President of the Republic; and the Constitutional Court. 
 
Bulgaria has a unicameral legislature. A new constitution was adopted in July 1991. The highest state 
authority is the 240-member National Assembly; its members are elected by proportional 
representation for a 4-year term. The head of state is a directly elected non-executive president who 
has the power to delay legislation but not to block it (5-year term). 
 
As far as the multi-party system is concerned, Bulgaria’s largest party is the centre-right Citizens for 
European Development of Bulgaria (CEDB) party, followed by the Bulgarian Socialist Party, the Patriotic 
Front (a coalition of nationalist parties), the Movement for Rights and Freedoms and Volya, a recently 
formed party whose name may be translated as ‘Will’. Another important grouping is the Reformist 
Bloc (a coalition of centre parties), which lost ground in the general election of 2017. 
 
In November, 2016 the centre-right minority government led by the CEDB resigned after its candidate 
lost the presidential election. The National Assembly was dissolved on 27 January 2017. On 22 January 
2017, Rumen Radev took office as President (with the backing of the opposition Socialists). A general 
election was held on 26 March 2017. In early May, the CEDB formed a new government with the 
participation of the Patriotic Front. The CEDB leader, Boyko Borisov, who had previously served as prime 
minister twice, from 2009 to 2013 and from November 2014 to January 2017, formed a new ruling 
coalition which includes the United Patriots. With 122 seats overall, the new coalition has a small 
majority in parliament, and can also rely on the backing of Volya, which won 12 seats. 
 
In this political context, in the period January – June 2018 Bulgaria holds the rotating presidency of the 
Council of the European Union for the first time. This task is an important test for the political, 
administrative and diplomatic capacity of the country. A central focus of Bulgarian Government’s 
efforts on the preparations for and conduct of its Council presidency is with a view to securing a positive 
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outcome. The opposition has pledged to support the ruling coalition in order to make Bulgaria's six-
month presidency a success. This achievement is widely seen as being in the national interest.5 
 
Trends in employment and education 
 
In Bulgaria unemployment is falling mainly because of the improved economic outlook. The 
unemployment rate fell from a peak of 13 % at the end of 2013 to just below 7.7% in 2016. Activity and 
employment rates increased substantially in the last few years, recovering from the sharp drop during 
the crisis period (Figure 1). In 2017 the employment rate is expected to have increased further and, for 
the first time since the crisis, to reach a level close to the 71 % recorded in the pre-crisis period. 
However, there is still a sizeable potential labour force. Labour market prospects are expected to 
remain positive but to moderate somewhat in 2018 and 2019 due to limited labour supply. 
 

 
Source: European Commission 

 
Figure 1. Activity, employment and unemployment rates 

 
The impact of the positive labour market performance is not evenly spread across the population. In 
particular, the disadvantaged groups comprising people without a job for more than a year, inactive 
young people, Roma and those living in poorer regions and rural areas continue to face significant 
difficulties in obtaining work. The overall NEETs rate and the proportion of the inactive population 
within that group are still high. Skills shortages and mismatches remain a challenge. The so-far low 
                                           
5 European Parliament, DG IPOL Policy Department for Structural and Cohesion Policies (2017), The economic, social and 
territorial situation in Bulgaria – In-depth analysis. 
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participation in active labour market measures and the limited focus on training do not help to improve 
this situation. 
 
Structural labour market issues may hinder the sustainability of economic growth in the medium term. 
The shrinking working age population is a long-term drag on the potential of the economy. Skills and 
qualifications mismatches also hamper the functioning of the labour market, despite a trend toward 
upskilling. The levels of undeclared work remain high, which has considerable implications for fiscal 
revenue, labour conditions and the adequacy of income after retirement. Minimum wage setting is still 
not based on objective socio-economic criteria. 
 
Investment in education is improving in real terms, but remains below the EU average (in 2015, 4% of 
GDP, compared to 4.9%, and 9.8% of total government spending, compared to 10.3 %). Almost 50% of 
teachers are aged 50 or more. Initial teacher education does not prepare teachers sufficiently in terms 
of inclusive teaching methods and for working with students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Many 
15-year olds are not equipped with the basic skills necessary to solve the kind of problems routinely 
faced by today's adults in modern societies. 29.6 % of students are low achievers in all three tested 
subjects in the PISA international education survey (science, reading and mathematics). The percentage 
of top performing students is low. The share of population with basic or above basic overall digital skills, 
at 29%, is among the lowest in the EU. Schools provide trainings on digital skills, with different quality 
and intensity. Since 2015, a government Ordinance regulates IT training in schools. Implementation is 
gradually starting, but digital skills among young people (16-24) at 54.3%, remain very low compared 
to the EU average of 81.9%.6 
 
The labour market relevance of vocational education and training (VET) remains limited. The proportion 
of upper secondary VET students is above the EU average. However, one in three VET students graduate 
without a professional degree and the employment rate of recent VET graduates (64.2 %) is 10.8 pp. 
below the EU average. The quality on offer, the attractiveness of VET and links with the labour market 
remain challenges. The authorities revised the educational standards for VET and are working on 
connecting supply and demand for skills and qualifications. Recent amendments in the Pre-primary and 
School Education Act are related to additional financial stimulus for schools which offer VET specialties 
that correspond to the labour market needs. These developments aim at labour market relevance of 
VET provision. Structural VET graduate tracking measures have yet to be developed. 
 
Tertiary education attainment is improving (33.8 % in 2016. EU: 39.1 %) but graduates’ profiles by sector 
show imbalances. Shortages are expected particularly in ICT, teaching, health and engineering. 
However, the number of graduates in these fields is rather low, particularly in health. The government 
is undertaking measures to address the shortage of teachers. 
 

                                           
6 European Commission (2017), Digital Scoreboard 2017: Strengthening the European Digital Economy and Society. 
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Almost one in five adults is low qualified, resulting in poorer employment prospects. However, 
investment in adult education remains insufficient, evaluation and monitoring is weak and provision is 
fragmented and unevenly-developed across regions. Adults’ participation in learning was only 2.2 % in 
2016 (EU average: 10.8 %). In the context of the Upskilling Pathways Council Recommendation, training, 
including for digital skills, literacy courses and projects to recognise acquired competences, are being 
organised, especially with EU funds. 
 
Current and future challenges 
 
According to the Sustainable Governance Indicators Report 2017,7 although in the 2001 – 2008 period 
Bulgaria managed to generate rapid economic growth primarily by attracting foreign capital to the 
country and by adding previously unoccupied low-qualified labour to the workforce, today these old 
mechanisms for generating growth are no longer available, and Bulgaria consequently needs to 
strengthen its internal growth drivers. At present, however, it seems improbable that Bulgaria will soon 
be capable of raising the economy’s skill levels, innovation capacity, productivity and policy 
effectiveness to match that of the more advanced EU member states. 
 
In addressing this adverse situation, Bulgaria faces a variety of key challenges. The Bulgarian economy, 
to start with, continues to be characterised by a discrepancy between macro- and microeconomic 
developments. Macroeconomically, the Bulgarian economy has performed well in recent years – 
surprising many – resulting in an upward revision of all forecasts and initial data on growth. The 
currency board (in place since 1997) and government finances have significantly stabilised. Despite 
these developments, the European Commission continues to consider Bulgaria as featuring excessive 
macroeconomic imbalances. This contrast can be attributed to the fact that Bulgaria is a relatively poor 
economy integrating and catching up to a highly developed common market such as the EU. While this 
process is bound to generate temporary or even persistent imbalances, this does not necessarily mean 
that the process is unsustainable.8 
 
Microeconomically, doing business in Bulgaria continues to be problematic.9 While the country’s score 
in the respective World Bank ranking has marginally improved, its relative position has sunk. 
Competition in many important sectors, especially energy, remains limited; red tape is reported by 
businesses to be a significant burden; the labour market is improving, but significant skills mismatches 
remain a challenge. Previously announced reforms in health care, education, and labour markets are 
yet to be implemented. 
 
In the Research and innovation domain, Bulgaria ranks among the lowest in the EU in terms of spending 
on R&D. The country’s R&I system suffers from a strong separation of the public and the private sector 
                                           
7 Georgy Ganev, Maria Popova, Frank Bönke (2017), Sustainable Governance Indicators 2017 – Bulgaria Report. 
8 European Commission (2017): Country Report Bulgaria 2017 including an In-Depth Review on the prevention and 
correction of macroeconomic imbalances. SWD(2017) 68 final/3, Brussels 
9 World Bank (2017): Doing business 2017: Bulgaria. Washington, D.C. 
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and a far-reaching institutional fragmentation. However, R&D outlays have risen since 2007 and have 
recorded significant increases by more than a quarter each year in 2014 and 2015. These increases have 
largely stemmed from increased spending by enterprises – in 2014 primarily through non-Bulgarian 
sources, though in 2015 most of this was financed by the Bulgarian enterprises themselves. A similar 
process of private funding replacing public funds has begun in the start-up sector as well. These 
developments could signal a sustained increase in research and innovation activities.10 
 
Regarding labour market challenges, the decrease in unemployment that set in in 2013 has accelerated 
in the following years. This is more pronounced for employed than for self-employed people, indicating 
that hiring conditions have improved. The labour market reforms of 2015, creating more flexible hiring 
in the agricultural sector and starting a program for free language and computer literacy courses for 
the unemployed and underemployed, may be bearing fruit. Despite these improvements, the serious 
long-term problem of a skills mismatch continues. The relatively low overall proportion of economically 
active people in the total population indicates that some of the low-skilled are de facto excluded from 
the labour force. Among the employed, many occupy jobs which are below their level of education and 
skills. The employer organisations have demanded revisions of social security thresholds and a regional 
differentiation of the minimum wage, but these proposals have not been taken up by the government.11 
 
Another important challenge to address are the education reforms which are needed so as to combat 
the exclusion of various disadvantaged groups from adequate labour-market participation or even basic 
literacy, and to foster the creation of a skilled and flexible labour force. It is unclear whether the various 
reform efforts of the last years have the potential to yield improved education results, but the present 
state of the system experiences difficulties of providing a labour force with the requisite skills and 
training in the long term.  
 
The Bulgarian education system is dominated by government-owned institutions at all levels. Public 
spending on education as a proportion of GDP is comparable to that of other East-Central European 
countries. The quality of education in Bulgaria falls considerably short of the needs of a modern 
competitive economy, as can be seen by the country’s relatively poor PISA results.12 
 
Available labour-market data indicate that there are serious skill mismatches, with secondary and 
tertiary schools producing a surplus of people specialised in areas where labour demand is low, and 
severe deficits of people specialised in areas where demand is high, such as engineering and IT. 
According to the QS World University Ranking, only one Bulgarian university, Sofia University, ranks 
among the world’s top universities, its rank for 2017 being in the group occupying 651-700th place.13 
 
                                           
10 Todorova, A., Slavcheva, M. (2017): RIO Country Report Bulgaria 2016. Luxembourg: European Union. 
11 European Commission (2017): Country Report Bulgaria 2017 including an In-Depth Review on the prevention and 
correction of macroeconomic imbalances. SWD(2017) 68 final/3, Brussels 
12 European Commission (2016): Education and Training Monitor Bulgaria. Luxembourg: European Union 
13 World University Ranking: https://www.topuniversities.com/universities/sofia-university-st-kliment-ohridski#wurs  
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1.2. Overview – main indicators 
 

Indicator Bulgaria 
Population (number, 2016) 7 101 859 
Employment rate (aged 25-64, 2016) 66.7% 
Unemployment rate (2016) 8.2% 
Labour force participation rate (2016) 72.7% 
Innovation rate (EU/Regional Innovation Scoreboard)  Modest Innovator 
Educational level (aged 25-64, 2016)  

Low (ISCED 0-2) 22.5% 
Medium (ISCED 3-4) 58.5% 

High (ISCED 5-8) 19.0% 
Lifelong learning participation rate (aged 25-64, 2016) 2.2% 

Source: European Innovation Scoreboard 2017, Eurostat, National Statistical Institute, OECD. 
 
1.3. Key features of the education system in Bulgaria 
 
The pre-school and school education system in Bulgaria includes kindergartens, schools, personal 
development support centres, and specialised service units, and provides for education according to 
state educational standards. The institutions within the pre-school and school education system are 
legal entities. The structure of the formal educational system in Bulgaria includes the following stages 
(see Figure 2 below): 

 
▪ Early Childhood Education and Care – managed by local authorities, and is not part of the State's 

responsibilities, between the ages of 0 – 3. Between the ages of 3 – 6/7 it becomes part of the 
responsibilities of the MES. 
 

▪ School Education – it is mandatory from age of 7 on or from age of 6 according to parents’ 
judgement to age of 16. It provides for education and up-bringing of pupils according to their 
individual needs and in line with the requirements and expectations for a successful realisation 
in civic society. According to the level of education, schools are divided into: 

 primary schools (I - IV grade); 
 basic schools (I - VIII grade); 
 lower secondary schools (V - VIII grade); 
 secondary school (IX - XIII grade); 
 united schools (I - XIII grade). 

 
▪ Higher Education – the higher education governance is performed at state and institutional 

level. The state is responsible for the development and the implementation of a long-term 
national policy and establishment of conditions, which guarantee the academic autonomy of 
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higher education institutions, the quality of education, and the provision of adequate conditions 
for performing scientific research. The institutional management is performed according to the 
rights for an academic autonomy of the higher education institutions, but the state assists for 
development of modern institutional governance through distribution of resources on a 
competitive basis.  Bulgaria works actively towards building up of a favourable environment for 
modernisation of higher education, in line with the needs of the society and of the business. 
 

▪ Adult Education – it is a priority in the Bulgarian education system and takes many forms, 
ranging from formal class-based learning to self-directed and e-learning. Local authorities are 
responsible for framing adult education policies for their respective regions. Adult education is 
most often provided by Licensed Vocational Training centres, as well as Trade Unions. 

 
 

 
Source: Eurydice, https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/bulgaria_en  
 

Figure 2. Structure of the Bulgarian education system 
 
Education in Bulgaria is free in state-owned and municipal schools. The right to education is 
implemented in line with the principles for transparent management and predictability of the education 
system development. Bulgarian citizens have the right to education and may enhance continuously 
their education and qualification. No restrictions or privileges are allowed based in race, nationality, 
gender, ethnic or social origin, religion or social status. Children and students with special educational 
needs and/or chronic diseases are taught on integrated basis in kindergartens and in schools. 
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2. Actors, stakeholders and partnerships in the field of lifelong learning 
 
2.1. Skills assessment and mapping 
 
A good example of inter-institutional cooperation and partnership is the ‘Mechanism for including the 
results of forecasts of supply and demand of labour in developing and implementing government 
policies’, which sets clear and transparent guidelines of exchange of information and involvement of 
institutions. In particular, institutions are encouraged to provide their feedback and recommendations 
for the further development and fine-tuning of the forecasting instruments. To ensure the effective use 
of information, the competent institutions are required to submit annual reports on the use of the 
forecasting results in policy formulation and implementation. Based on the individual reports, a 
Synthesis Report on the use of the information by competent authorities is foreseen to be developed 
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, which will feed into the review of the forecasting 
instruments and results. 
 
Regarding skills assessment, the NNCA cooperates with employers, trade unions, experts and 
practitioners in different economic sectors, including substantial stakeholder engagement via its 20 
sectoral and 10 regional units. Within the NNCA sits a National Reference Network (NRN) involving a 
variety of stakeholders, including individual employers and employers’ organisations, government 
experts, trade unions, consultancy companies, and education providers, that have an advisory role. 
 
At local and regional levels, more than 300 representatives from business, education, government, 
trade unions and other stakeholders participate in the activities of NRN. The NNCA also works closely 
with the two biggest trade union confederations (the CITUB and the CL Podkrepa), education experts, 
employers and university researchers in the preparation and dissemination of their labour market skills 
assessments. The effectiveness of the NNCA is reliant upon stakeholders’ cooperation in this regard. 
 
The NNCA activities target a wide range of groups such as employers, employees, human resources 
managers, policymakers and experts in the fields of education and training and labour market, 
university researchers, trainers, training institutions, students, and all potential users of the Workforce 
Competence Assessment System ‘My Competence.’ The Workforce Competence Assessment System 
of the NNCA contributes towards the definition, assessment and development of workforce 
competences by sector and region. 
 
Under the plans for the modernisation of the NEA service, the Workforce Competence Assessment 
System will be extended and integrated into the information system of the NEA. The BIA, as an initiator 
and coordinator of the NNCA, is developing a module called the ‘personal profile of the job seeker’ that 
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will create an area on the ‘My Competence’ platform applicable for the needs of the NEA’s labour 
offices.14 
 
Social partners at national level also sit on consultative bodies relevant to skills anticipation established 
at MLSP, NEA, MES and the National Agency for VET (NAVET). Stakeholder involvement is also 
significant in regional administrations, municipalities and local labour offices. Additionally, NGOs and 
other forms of citizens’ representation are invited to assess any policy initiatives and legislative changes 
through the Public Consultations Platform at the Council of Ministers. 
 
Notably, the NNCA was developed jointly by the social partners. Employer organisations are actively 
involved at the planning stage of policies relating to higher education and VET. For example, the MES 
sends official queries to the four main employers’ organisations and other competent authorities during 
the preparation of the annual admission plan to education in higher secondary schools and VET schools.  
 
The key stakeholders involved in steering education and training provisions, are MES, MLSP, NAVET, 
higher education institutions, VET providers, the social partners, and NGOs. Their representatives sit in 
consultative committees which advise the MLSP (e.g. in the National Employment Promotion Council, 
Coordination Council for Implementation and Monitoring of the National Plan for European Youth 
Guarantee 2014-2020, etc.). 
 
The NAVET operates on a tripartite principle. The Governing Board and expert committees for different 
vocational areas involve employers, trade unions, state organisations, and VET experts. This 
involvement arguably helps to ensure that VET standards and the respective skills offered in education 
and training courses take labour market requirements into consideration. It is also of relevance to note 
that training was provided in 2014 to government officials in the NEA, regional employment 
directorates and labour offices to increase their knowledge of and involvement in the MLSP forecasting 
exercise. 
 
Surveys run by NEA are intended for regular use by labour market experts, guidance practitioners, 
recruitment agencies, training providers and employers. Meanwhile, the MLSP’s skills forecasts are 
targeted mainly at policymakers. 
 
Another example, this time of HE cooperation with employers is the project ‘Business for education’ 
(also with reference to the VET system). Firms collaborate with selected universities, both at national 
and local level, on the basis of ad-hoc contracts, agreements, individual requests from universities and 
students. Forms of cooperation include: 

▪ Practice and internships programmes, which enables students to gain experience and develop 
skills; 

▪ Provision of materials for the implementation of theses; 

                                           
14 http://www.bia-bg.com/news/view/22413/  
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▪ Scholarship programme and competitions for the best theses; 
▪ Training and mentoring programmes for talented graduates in selected fields of education. 
▪ Lectures and seminars conducted at universities/colleges on practical business 

issues/knowledge. 
 
There is no overall dissemination strategy regarding the results of the skills anticipation activities. The 
results are disseminated to target groups mainly through the involved actors’ websites (NNCA’s 
Workforce Competence Assessment System (‘My Competence’), the website of NEA etc.). 
 
The MLSP and the NEA issue forecasting reports targeted at policy makers, social partners, labour 
market and educational experts. Results of the surveys of employers, which are run by the NEA, are 
published in monthly bulletins and annual reviews available at the NEA website (Statistics and Analyses 
section). 
 
Plans to improve dissemination are underway. There are also plans to provide information campaigns 
to encourage students towards occupations and skills which are needed in the labour market, while 
also increasing the amount of information available online. 
 
2.2. Skills and competences development in the context of lifelong learning 
 
A major advantage of the LLL Strategy is that it defines as a priority “Coordinating the interaction among 
stakeholders in the implementation of the lifelong learning policy”. Activities planned include: 
legislative definition of the rights and the responsibilities of the stakeholders for the planning 
implementation and monitoring of the lifelong learning policy; elaboration of a system for 
communication among all stakeholders in the process of planning, implementation, monitoring, and 
evaluation of the lifelong learning policy, incl. setting up a network of institutions and organizations on 
a national, regional, and local level; setting up and applying a monitoring mechanism for the LLL policy. 
 
Thus, the LLL Strategy outlines the content, forms, environment, and interactions among all players in 
the lifelong learning process, that is: 

▪ learners – all persons within the country, who are engaged in learning in the area of education, 
the formal and non-formal training or informal learning; 

▪ training providers – the institutions carrying out training (whether private or public 
kindergartens, schools, universities, training centres, culture institutions, etc.), which meets 
society’s needs and the labour market’s requirements; 

▪ the employers, commercial organisations, labour unions, civil society organisations, and other 
partners are those, which set forth and meet the above requirements, which deal with the needs 
for education and training; 

▪ the regions, municipalities, and local communities have an important part to play in the process 
of asserting their position of „learning regions”; 
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▪ government bodies – ministries and agencies – set out the national policies in the area of 
education and training, as well as the relevant tools and measures required to ensure the 
efficiency of demand and supply of LLL. 

 
The stakeholders, participating in the development and coordination of the implementation of LLL 
policy at national level include: 

▪ The respective responsible government institutions – MES, MLSP, NEA, NAVET, Agency for Child 
Protection, Ministry of Culture, Ministry of Health, Ministry of Youth and Sports, Ministry of 
Economy, branch Ministries of agriculture, transport etc.; 

▪ Social partners – national representative employers’ and employees’ organisations. 
 
During the last years, non-government organisations, which are operating in the field of education and 
training, representatives of universities and research institutes have also been actively involved in the 
process. 
 
At regional and local level, according to the legislation, the LLL policy is developed and implemented 
respectively by: 

▪ The Regional Development Councils at the Regional governor; 
▪ The Municipal Councils. 

 
At national level the following partnerships, operating as tripartite Councils in the field of LLL policy 
are functioning: 

▪ The Branch Council for Tripartite Cooperation in the Field of Secondary Education – it discusses 
the national political and programme documents and the ways to improve legislation related to 
secondary education, as well as the results of public consultations. The Council also reviews the 
results from policy actions implementation and takes decisions for corrective and new 
measures. 

▪ The National Consultative Council on Labour Force Vocational Qualification – as per the 
Employment Promotion Act, it includes ministries, agencies, commissions, national 
representative employers’ and employees’ organisations and other legal not for profit bodies. 
Its functions are as follows: agrees on the development of national policy and strategies for the 
provision of training to employed and unemployed persons in order to acquire vocational 
qualification; ensures the conditions for cooperation between the national representatives of 
employers and employees in relation to LLL; agrees on the needs for training for unemployed 
persons in order to acquire vocational qualifications. 

 
At regional level, the Regional Development Councils are the main actors, chaired by the regional 
governor, whereas its members include the mayors of municipalities in the region, one representative 
for each Municipal Council and delegated representatives of the regional structures of the national 
representative employers’ and employees’ organisations. The Councils discuss and approve the 
regional development strategies, ensure resources for its implementation and monitor the results 
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achieved. Issues related to the development of education and training are part of these strategies. It is 
a practice to invite other institutions and organisations when a specific topic is discussed. Regional 
Education Governances play an active role in the discussions regarding education and training. 
 
An interesting example about a partnership in the field of LLL is the project “Regional Strategies of 
Learning Validation and Education” (ReSOLVE),15 Progect No. 521401-LLP-1-2011-1-BG-KA1-
KA1ECETA2, funded by the EC Lifelong Learning Programme. It was initiated by the NAVET, while 
partners in the project were the Institute for Postgraduate Studies at the University for National and 
World Economy (IPS at UNWE), one of the national representative employees’ organisations, the 
municipality of the town of Varna, and an NGO active in the field of education and training. 
 
The project generated the following outcomes to support regional and local authorities in the 
development of LLL Strategies: 

 methodology and instruments for analysis of the local situation and for definition of priorities, 
objectives and measures for development of LLL in the respective territory; 

 representatives of regional and local authorities were trained in implementation of the products 
developed; 

 regional model for validation of vocational qualification acquired in a non-formal and informal 
way; 

 2 Regional and 8 Local LLL Strategies were elaborated by the project team and adopted by the 
respective Regional and Municipal Councils. 

 
2.3. Validation of non-formal and informal learning 
 
According to the VETA, organisations and institutions involved in validation arrangements and its 
coordination include: 

▪ MES – prepares draft laws on validation procedures, develops guidelines, monitors and provides 
quality assurance of the validation system; 

▪ Vocational secondary schools, vocational schools, art schools, sports schools, vocational 
colleges as well as vocational training centres (licensed by NAVET) – provide validation 
procedures; 

▪ Regional governances of education (which are under the MES) – monitor validation procedures 
in vocational secondary schools, vocational schools, art schools, sports schools, vocational 
colleges; 

▪ NAVET – provides support to the vocational training centres, monitors and controls the process 
of validation in the centres; 

▪ MLSP and NEA – raise awareness and organises information campaigns; 

                                           
15 https://www.navet.government.bg/bg/proekt-resolve-mestni-strategii-za-obrazova/  
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▪ Employers’ organisations – raise awareness among employers regarding ‘validation’ 
opportunities and inform their members regarding opportunities and requirements to validate 
their non-formal or informal acquired knowledge skills and competences; 

▪ Trade unions – inform their members regarding opportunities and requirements to validate 
their non-formal or informal acquired knowledge skills and competences. 

 
As already mentioned, the ‘New opportunity for my future’ project has made a valuable contribution 
to the development of internal quality assurance measures – special training has been provided to 
validation practitioners in order to enhance their ability to compare learning outcomes acquired 
through non-formal or informal learning with learning outcomes defined for certain vocational 
qualifications. The involvement of representatives of employer and employee organisations in the 
training should be seen as a step to increase the willingness among stakeholders to participate in 
validation procedures. 
 
NAVET provides guidance to practitioners involved in validation procedures. Within the ‘New 
opportunities for my future’ project, training was provided to more than 1 300 people (VET teachers 
and social partner representatives). The training aimed to enhance the following abilities of validation 
practitioners: 

1) to work with SERs in relation to the assessment of a candidate’s potential for validation; 
2) to support a candidate in the selection of a relevant occupation in which his/her knowledge, 

skills, and competences can be validated; 
3) to guide a candidate on how to collect and prepare evidenced-based documentation for the 

validation;  
4) to verify the legitimacy of the documents and assess the acquired knowledge skills and 

competences; and,  
5) to elaborate a candidate’s individual validation plan.  

 
In addition, a manual for vocational schools for validating non-formal and informal learning was 
developed. The manual describes in detail what needs to be done at each stage of the validation 
procedure, who are the individual actors and how they are involved. 
 
In relation to VET in general, the stakeholders involved in developing/delivering quality assurance are 
the regional governances and the NAVET (VETA, Art.20-22, SG 96/2014). The regional education 
governances are responsible for monitoring of validation procedures at vocational schools and colleges 
and NAVET for monitoring at vocational training centres. Both the regional governances and NAVET 
provide consultation and guidance to validation institutions including methodological and legal 
documents related to validation, as well as examples of good practice. In addition, validation 
institutions develop internal quality assurance measures, for instance the qualification requirements 
for individual consultants and assessors (e.g. they should meet the criteria for teachers specified in the 
SER of the vocation, for which validation is carried out), the possibility of external professionals to be 
among the assessors. 
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An overall strength of the existing validation arrangements in Bulgaria is the introduction of a 
systematic approach of validation in VET with clear allocation of responsibilities between public 
institutions and social partners. In recent years, the involvement of social partners in validation 
procedures increased. National employers’ organisations (such as the Bulgarian Industrial Association, 
Bulgarian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and the Bulgarian Industrial Capital Association) and 
employees’ organisations (i.e. the Confederation of independent trade unions in Bulgaria and 
Confederation of Labour 'Podkrepa') were partners in the above-mentioned pilot project ‘New 
opportunity for my future’ (2013-2015). 
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3. Overarching strategies on lifelong learning and skills 
 
3.1. Competence mapping 
 
The most important legal document relevant for skills anticipation, and the systematic use of its results, 
is the 2013 Council of Ministers’ Decision on the ‘Mechanism for including the results of foresights of 
supply and demand of labour in developing and implementing government policies’.16 The Decision 
outlines, among other things, the role of individual institutions regarding skills anticipation. The 
Mechanism outlines which competent institutions should use the results of skill forecasts, to be 
developed by MLSP and how. 
 
Thus, the Mechanism became the most important framework document for inter-institutional 
coordination and cooperation, relevant for skills anticipation, and the systematic use of its results. 
According to the Mechanism, the MLSP has the main responsibility for governance of skills anticipation 
and provision of annual reports on the labour market needs based on employer surveys and official 
data from the National Statistical Institute (NSI), the NEA and the National Social Security Institute 
(NSSI). 
 
In accordance with the Mechanism, the MLSP is primarily responsible for the governance of skills 
anticipation. The Mechanism states that the responsibilities of the MLSP include: providing regular 
reports on labour market needs; the organisation of data collection and analysis; facilitating 
consultations with stakeholders; policy design; and the monitoring of policy implementation. The MLSP 
is supported in this regard by the Ministry of Education and Science (MES) that provides data on higher 
education and VET. 
 
Overall, much of the regulation on VET highlights the importance of skills matching and meeting the 
needs of the labour market, which can be supported by skills needs anticipation. The ‘Strategy for the 
Development of VET 2015-2020’ encourages cooperation and partnership amongst VET institutions and 
employers to bring about better matching of skills provision to labour market needs. In addition, the 
‘National Strategy for the Development of Higher Education 2014 – 2020’ seeks to strengthen the links 
between the needs of the labour market and higher education providers. 
 
 

                                           
16 Cedefop, Skills Panorama (2017), Skills anticipation in Bulgaria. Analytical highlights series. Available at 
http://skillspanorama.cedefop.europa.eu/en/analytical_highligths/skills-anticipation-bulgaria  
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3.2. Lifelong learning and development of skills and competences 
 
The Bulgarian policy in the field of lifelong learning (LLL) is related to the achievement of long-term 
social and economic objectives for smart, inclusive and sustainable growth as defined at the EU and 
national level. Since 2007, when Bulgaria joined European Union, the country has adopted two National 
LLL Strategies covering respectively the periods 2008 – 201317 and 2014 – 2020.18 
 
The LLL Strategy 2014 – 2020 states that it applies the definition of lifelong learning, as used in the EC 
Memorandum on LLL (2000), namely: “all purposeful learning activity, undertaken on an on-going basis 
with the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competences”. It defines the broad scope of LLL, which 
includes formal, non-formal and informal settings during the entire lifespan of individual – lifelong and 
life wide. Special attention is given to the main objective of LLL from citizens’ point of view – 
improvement of individual knowledge, skills and competences aimed at personal and professional 
development of all citizens in order to maintain employability, participate productively in democratic 
society and achieve individual fulfilment at every stage of one’s life. 
 
The LLL Strategy 2014-2020 was developed based on the results of the interim Assessment of the 
implementation of the Strategy for the period 2008-2013, carried out in 2012.19 The document 
addresses all types of formal, non-formal and informal learning, namely: 

▪ preschool education and training; 
▪ general school education; 
▪ vocational education and training; 
▪ higher education; 
▪ continuing adult training; 
▪ validation of outcomes from non-formal training and informal learning. 

 
The Strategy is implemented systematically through annual action plans and the results achieved are 
reviewed and reported to the Council of Ministers. The National LLL Council at the Council of Ministers 
is the strategic group to coordinate the Strategy implementation. 
 
LLL policy is implemented also through actions included in other strategic policy documents: 

▪ National Development Programme: Bulgaria 2020; 
▪ National Youth Strategy 2012-2020; 
▪ Updated Employment Strategy 2013-2020; 
▪ Annually developed National Employment Action Plan. 

                                           
17 National Strategy for Lifelong Learning of The Republic of Bulgaria for the period 2008 – 2013, available at: 
https://web.minedu.government.bg/upload/6600/LLL_strategy_01_10_2008.pdf 
18 National Strategy for Lifelong Learning for the Period 2014 – 2020, as adopted with DCM No 12 of January 10, 2014, 
available at: https://www.mon.bg/upload/6561/strategy_LLL_2014_2020.pdf  
19 Оценка на въздействието на Националната стратегия за учене през целия живот за периода 2008-2013 година 
available at: https://www.mon.bg/?go=page&pageId=74&subpageId=144  
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At regional and local level, however there are generally no specialised LLL strategic documents.20 
Among the reasons for this are the lack of obligations imposed by the national authorities to regional 
and municipal administrations for developing such strategies. In general, the financial resources of 
municipalities are limited and the non-government organisations operating in the field of non-formal 
learning are not active enough, which narrows the scope of actions implemented on the respective 
territory. Despite the absence of regional and local LLL strategic documents, elements related to the 
LLL process are included in the key municipal and regional documents. Usually the socio-economic 
priorities, objectives and activities at regional and local level are defined in the Municipal Development 
Plans and Regional Development Strategies, which however suffer from a low level of 
comprehensiveness with regards to the various aspects of LLL. 
 
Regarding the legal basis for the lifelong learning, in Bulgaria there is no separate legal act regulating 
LLL. The right to education is defined in Constitution of The Republic of Bulgaria and this right is further 
specified and ensured by the legislative basis on education, training and employment in the country. 
School education until the age of 16 is obligatory. 
 
There are laws regulating the main education levels and sectors (preschool and school education, 
vocational education and training, higher education), which refer to ensuring a legislative basis for the 
development of formal education and training. According to the Bulgarian legislation continuous 
vocational training of adults (persons above the age of 16 – both employed and unemployed) is part of 
the formal vocational education and training system. 
 
The Public Education Act regulates preschool and school education, provided by public and private 
kindergartens and schools. It defines that education is provided according to state requirements with 
regards to all main aspects, like levels of education, training content and structure, training in Bulgarian 
language, vocational education system, professional qualification, assessment system, text books and 
training materials, qualification of teachers, training facilities etc., which should be applied by all 
institutions in the system. The state education requirements are important instruments for ensuring 
the quality of the training process. 
 
The Higher Education Act regulates the following issues which are related to LLL topics – the 
implementation of the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS), the distant form of 
learning and provision of continuous training for qualifications improvement in the Bulgarian 
universities, as well as cooperation with universities from other countries for providing education based 
on their accreditation by an agency which is a member of European Association for Quality Assurance 
in Higher Education (ENQA) and/or registered in the European quality assurance register in higher 
education (EQAR). 
 

                                           
20 Project Community Forum Trends (Comfort), No. 190825-LLP-l -2010-BG-KA1 -KA1 ECETA. 
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Two main legal acts regulate vocational training of adults (initial and continuous) – the Vocational 
Education and Training Act (VETA) and the Employment Promotion Act (EPA). The VETA, which was 
adopted in 1999 (latest amendment: 2018) regulates the initial and continuing vocational education 
and training (i.e. organisation, work of the institutions, management and financing of vocational 
education and training system). 
 
Substantial changes have been introduced in the national VET system by changes adopted in 2014,21 
aimed at: 

▪ Broadening the access of citizens to acquire vocational qualification; 
▪ Achieving better matching between the competences acquired and labour market 

requirements; 
▪ Quality assurance of the training provided by vocational education and training institutions. 

 
The changes introduced ensure a better legislative basis for the implementation of EU instruments in 
VET – ECVET, EQAVET and validation of vocational knowledge, skills and competences, acquired in a 
non-formal and informal way. The validation of vocational knowledge, skills and competences was also 
introduced with these amendments of the VETA. Thus, additional opportunities for citizens to acquire 
vocational qualifications in a profession, at least partly, were ensured. Validation is carried out by the 
VET providers – vocational schools, vocational gymnasiums, colleges, art schools, sports schools and 
licensed vocational training centres. 
 
3.3. Validation of competences 
 
Although in Bulgaria there is no uniform legal framework for validation encompassing all educational 
sectors, validation is covered in the Pre-school and School Education Act, VETA and the ‘Ordinance No. 
2 on the conditions and procedures for the Validation of professional knowledge, skills and 
competences’.22 
 
One of the main priorities of the National Strategy for Lifelong Learning (2014-2020) is to introduce a 
learning outcomes validation system in order to ensure equality of formal education and training, non-
formal training, and informal learning. Furthermore, the National Strategy for the Development of VET 
(2015-2020) defines, as a priority, the building up of a system of validation of knowledge, skills and 
competences acquired through non-formal and informal learning. Validation is seen as supporting 
policy goals e.g. in accordance with the Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and 
informal learning of 20 December 2012, the National Strategy for Lifelong Learning for the period 2014-
2020 foresees the introduction of a system for validation of knowledge, skills and competences attained 
through non-formal training and informal learning until 2018. Furthermore, validation will be a key 

                                           
21 State Gazette, issue 61, available at: http://dv.parliament.bg/DVWeb/showMaterialDV.jsp?idMat=86590  
22 Cedefop, 2016 update to the European inventory on validation of non-formal and informal learning, Country report – 
Bulgaria, available at: https://cumulus.cedefop.europa.eu/files/vetelib/2016/2016_validate_BG.pdf  



 
  

 
 Проект № BG05M9OP001-4.001-0065  

 

 
22 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- www.eufunds.bg ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Проект № BG05M9OP001-4.001-0065 „Политика на партньорство в подкрепа на ученето през целия живот, иновациите и промяната”, 
финансиран от Оперативна програма „Развитие на човешките ресурси“, съфинансирана от Европейския съюз чрез Европейския социален фонд. 

factor for attracting new social groups, which currently have a very low level of participation in lifelong 
learning (for example, persons without education and qualification). 
 
The VETA (art.40) defines validation process, requirements for educational level of citizens, the type of 
the certificates issued and determines institutions providing validation. According to the VETA, 
candidates have to successfully pass the exams in theory of the profession and practice of the 
profession in order to obtain certificates for vocational qualification (or part of it) (SG 96/2014). The 
main difference compared to obtaining an ordinary diploma is that candidates do not need to attend 
classes in the formal education system (e.g. VET study programmes). The certificates issued by 
validation have a specific title e.g. ‘Certificate for validation of vocational qualification’ or ‘Certificate 
for validation of vocational competences’ (part of profession) (Art.40, SG 61/2014) and describe 
validated competences.23 In comparison, the certificate obtained through formal education describes 
subjects and has another title.24 
 
According to the Pre-school and School Education Act, a person of compulsory school age, who is 
seeking or has received the status of a refugee (under the Geneva convention), can validate 
competences for the completed period of schooling, class or stage of primary education or for the 
completed class from the first stage, or first stage of secondary education, where it is not possible to 
present the relevant documentation [Art. 166 (6) SG no.79/2015]. 
 

  

                                           
23 A demo version of a certificate for validation is available in Bulgarian at: 
http://www.navet.government.bg/bg/media/Svidetelstvo_validirane.pdf  
24 A demo version of a certificates acquired through formal education is available in Bulgarian at: 
http://www.navet.government.bg/bg/popalneni-obraztsi-na-dokumenti-izdavani-ot-tspo-za-udostoveryavane-
naprofesionalno-obuchenie-ili-pridobivane-na-profesionalna-kvalifikatsiya  
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4. Measures in support of the access of adults, incl. employed to lifelong 
learning 

 
4.1. Competence assessment and anticipation measures 
 
Skills mapping and anticipation is still very much in its infancy in Bulgaria. Nevertheless, a number of 
skills anticipation activities have already been undertaken in the country, namely: 

▪ Skills assessment carried out by the NNCA. The NNCA is run by a Council which is supported in 
its activities by the National Competence Assessment Centre (NCAC); 

▪ Employment and skill forecasts undertaken by the MLSP; 
▪ Skills foresight activities at the occupational level carried out on an ad hoc basis by branch 

associations and social partners; 
▪ Other activities, such as regular employer surveys run by the NEA. 

 
A model of skills assessment was developed and implemented with funding from the ESF (2010-2014). 
The project “Development of Workforce Competence Assessment System by Sectors and Regions” was 
managed by the social partners – Bulgarian Industrial Association (BIA), in partnership with the 
Confederation of Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria (CITUB) and the Confederation of Labour 
“Podkrepa” (CL Podkrepa) – and led to the creation of the NNCA. The aim of the NNCA is to ‘enhance 
labour market adaptability and effectiveness, as well as to strike a greater balance of labour market 
demand and supply by developing a system for workforce competence assessment by sectors and 
regions.’25 Amongst other activities, the NNCA provides online competence assessments, free of 
charge, at the Workforce Competence Assessment System’s ‘My Competence’ portal. This is an 
information system that comprises five main modules: sector competency models, assessment, sector 
information, e-learning and development resources.26 
 
Skills assessment was continued within the framework of a 2-year Project No. BG05M9OP001-1.013-
0001 “My Competence”, started by MLSP in September 2016 under Procedure No. BG05M9OP001-
1.013 “Development of National System for Competence Assessment – MY COMPETENCE” of OP HRD 
2014-2020, co-funded by ESF.27 The project’s main goal is improving the effectiveness of national 
policies and measures on the labour market by providing relevant data and analysis of skills and 
competencies needs of the workforce. The main activities build upon the already developed NNCA and 
include the selection of 5 new economic sectors and identification of key occupations in the selected 
sectors, updating developed and approved sectoral competencies models in the previous 20 economic 
                                           
25http://en.competencemap.bg/about+the+project/1/YdK3clajYNevItKTcRaDg9ejINKzYdaHMFODchOfIZK3cderYBaXINavIR
KnIR  
26 https://mycompetence.bg/ 
27 https://www.mlsp.government.bg/index.php?section=POLICIESI&I=703&lang  
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sectors developed in the period 2010-2014, as well as the elaboration, piloting and validation of 
electronic module (already launched) for analysing and evaluating the training needs of the workforce. 
 
Much of the work of the NNCA focuses on developing standards of workforce competence (i.e. ‘skills 
profiles’ for each occupation). Additionally, a substantial element of its work relates to providing 
analytical information on the demand for qualified workers at the sectoral and regional levels. 
 
Analytical information on skills demand and supply is collected through macroeconomic analysis of 
labour force skill needs28 and sectoral skills assessment analyses29 which are available on the website 
of the National Reference Network, established within the NNCA. In this regard, the input by the NNCA 
provides valuable information regarding the adjustment of educational programmes at secondary and 
tertiary levels including VET. 
 
There are ten Regional Competence Assessment Centres in place. The National Competence 
Assessment Centre supports them in terms of the assessment methodology used. The Regional 
Competence Assessment Centres carry out the coordination, information exchange and 
implementation of competence assessment in their respective regions. The regional advisors are 
responsible for analysing the results and expert opinions stemming from the surveys conducted in the 
regions, while consulting the survey participants when competence assessment takes place at 
organisation level. 
 
The role of the NNCA is being further expanded as a result of the project “Development of National 
System for Competence Assessment – MY COMPETENCE”. The project expands the capacity and 
coverage of ‘My Competence,’ which will be further promoted as a National Competence Assessment 
System through the elaboration of competence models for 20 key jobs in five sectors of the Bulgarian 
economy: construction, automotive, energy, mining, and the cosmetics and perfumery industry. 
Several tools will also be developed under the project, such as: e-tools for the analysis and monitoring 
of developments in the skill content of occupations, tools for competence assessment, seven e-training 
models, etc. 
 
The skills intelligence produced is mainly used by: 

▪ The NNCA, which uses the information to coordinate the development of skills models30 and 
coordinate training programmes (targeting both the employed and unemployed); and 

                                           
28 Labour Force Competence assessment – state of the art, challenges, analytical systems and tools, Sofia 2014. Report is 
available at NRN site: http://www.competencemap.bg/ 
29 Sectoral analyses of the NRN have been prepared in period 2012-2014. They cover the following sectors: security and 
protection, meat processing, construction, tourism, chemistry production, electrical installations, mechatronics and 
transport. All summaries are available at the NRN site. The full version of documents is available for registered users only. 
30 A sector competence model includes: a list of key positions in the sector, a description of the key business processes and 
a catalogue of core managerial and specific competencies typical for the job positions included. A sector competence model 
supports the improvement of qualifications by providing transparency with regard to the qualifications needed for working 
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▪ The 20 Sector Skills Units of the NNCA, whose expert teams’ primary activities relate to the 
development of sector competence models. 

 
The skills intelligence produced and the resulting analysis by the NNCA are also used by education 
providers, mainly VET and higher education institutions and vocational training centres. The 
competence standards developed by the NNCA are used to adjust the educational programmes offered 
and their respective curricula so that graduates meet the labour market demand for specific 
competences. Therefore, despite the fact that the NNCA was only established in 2010, one can already 
identify its contribution and thus the influence of skills intelligence. 
 
A model for medium-term forecasting of the labour market trends was developed in 2011 under a pilot 
project of the MLSP, the results of which were published in 2012.31 The project, which identified the 
expected labour market developments by 2020, was defined as the basis on which a subsequent project 
in the field of skills forecasting funded by the ESF under OP HRD 2007-2013 would be implemented, 
aiming at the development of a system for regular employment and skill forecasts. The establishment 
of a new research unit within MLSP (National unit for forecasting the development of the Bulgarian 
labour market) was envisaged, which would be responsible for collecting, classifying and summarising 
information and intelligence on the labour market. The Unit, which was planned to be sustained by the 
State Budget after the completion of the project, would ensure the sustainability and regular update of 
the developed labour market forecasts. 
 
Skills forecasts were initiated by the Council of Ministers in 201332 and are the responsibility of the 
MLSP. The aims of the MLSP’s forecasts are closely linked to the country’s labour market policy 
objectives. Labour market policy is oriented towards ensuring that the supply of labour is aligned to the 
qualifications, skills and competences in demand in the labour market. This is set out in the annual 
National Employment Action Plan (NEAP). These forecasts are based on a macroeconomic model and 
incorporate data from surveys of employers, the NSI, the NSSI, the National Revenue Agency (NRA), 
and the NEA. With financial support from the ESF (2013-2015), through the project ‘Development of a 
system for forecasting the needs of labour force with certain skills and characteristics,’ the MLSP has 
undertaken skills forecasting and published a long term forecast on labour force supply and demand 
for the period 2014-2028.33 The methodology used in the forecast provides a basis for the preparation 
of future forecasts to be funded by the MLSP. 
                                           
as a professional in a particular role in the sector or in a particular organisation. It acts as a link between an employer, an 
employee and a student by describing the competences necessary for workplace success. 
31http://www.capital.bg/politika_i_ikonomika/bulgaria/2012/01/25/1752618_rabotnata_sila_v_bulgariia_shte_namalee_
s_10_do_2020_g/  
32 Formal approval of coordination and organisation of skills forecast was done by the Council of Ministers in 2013 by 
adoption of ‘Mechanism for including the results of forecasts of supply and demand of labour in developing and 
implementing government policies’. 
33 MLSP report on forecasting labour force supply and demand 2014-2028 was published in 2014. Report is available at: 
https://www.mlsp.government.bg/ckfinder/userfiles/files/politiki/zaetost/informaciq%20za%20pazara%20na%20truda%2
0tekusto%20systoqnie%20i%20prognozi/Doklad_prognozirane.pdf  
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The two above-mentioned forecasts were updated in 2015.34 In line with the provisions of the 
‘Mechanism for including the results of forecasts of supply and demand of labour in developing and 
implementing government policies’, in 2017 MLSP drafted a report “Labour supply and demand in 
Bulgaria in 2015 and 2016. Forecasts for the development of the labour market until 2025”. In its 
projection section, however, the report used Cedefop data, instead of forecasts, developed by MLSP 
itself.  Finally, in the beginning of 2016 a follow-up skills forecasting project initiative was started, again 
funded by ESF through OP HRD 2014-2020.  The project envisages elaboration of updated medium-
term and long-term (2032) forecasts for the labour market development, as well as assessment of the 
net effect of the active labour market policy funded by the state budget, which are necessary for 
enhancing the efficiency of the employment policy. Within the project, annual updating of the skill 
supply and demand forecasts is planned, together with their dissemination amongst the relevant 
stakeholders. 
 
An in-depth analysis of the future skills needs of enterprises was conducted in 2015 by the NEA as a 
pilot study under the guidance of the MLSP and with financial support from the ESF. The results of the 
study provided a short-term forecast of the development of the labour market in Bulgaria.35 Funding 
from the MLSP and NEA will allow the survey to be repeated in the future. Other instruments for the 
analysis of skills demand include regular surveys by the NEA36 and the collection and analysis of 
quantitative data collected through local labour offices. Sector specific skills foresight activities are also 
undertaken. 
 
As noted above, funding from the ESF has been mainly used to develop skills anticipation in Bulgaria. 
The MLSP funds forecasting work, while the NEA’s regular surveys are financed from its own budget 
(via the MLSP). The continuation of initiatives to sustain skills anticipation activities has been 
guaranteed through the State’s financing of active labour market policy measures, the MLSP’s 
forecasting work, and the NEA’s regular surveys (the NEA’s activities are funded via the MLSP). 
 
The MLSP forecasting reports are used by state institutions and other ministries for the development 
and implementation of policies in their respective fields. The data are also used in the preparation of 
the NEAP as an instrument for active labour market policy implementation. 

                                           
34https://www.mlsp.government.bg/ckfinder/userfiles/files/politiki/zaetost/informaciq%20za%20pazara%20na%20truda
%20tekusto%20systoqnie%20i%20prognozi/Doklad_Analizi%20i%20prognozi.pdf  
35 ‘Analysis of situation in enterprises with a view on human resources development. Short-term forecast for development 
of labour market in Bulgaria’, Sofia 2015. The document is available at: 
https://www.mlsp.government.bg/ckfinder/userfiles/files/politiki/zaetost/informaciq%20za%20pazara%20na%20truda%2
0tekusto%20systoqnie%20i%20prognozi/Doklad 
36 NEA provides monthly, periodically and yearly report on the labour market needs at the regional and local level. Reports 
are available at: https://www.az.government.bg/stats/4/  
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4.2. Existing measures and good practices for developing skills and competences 
 
Bulgaria has a number of achievements in the field of the implementation of the LLL policy and more 
particularly regarding the development of competences matching the skills needs on the labour market. 
The most important among them can be outlined in several directions, namely: 
 
Improvement of opportunities for work-based learning for pupils in vocational schools and 
university students 
 
Project “Students’ and Pupils’ Practices” 
 
During the 2007-2013 programming period, MES initiated the “Students’ and Pupils’ Practices” project 
in response to the need to improve the quality of training in vocational schools and universities. From 
2016 onward, the project was followed up by two separate initiatives, funded by ESF in the framework 
of the programming period 2014-2020: Students’ practices – Phase 137 and Pupils’ practices – Phase 
1.38 Both initiatives provide work placements on the basis of university/school-business partnership. 
 
The practices in the framework of secondary education system are open to pupils aged from 16 to 21 
years old, studying in all forms of vocational training institutions from general education schools with 
professional training classes to vocational colleges in case they are not involved in labour contract 
during the practice period. The duration of the practice is 240 astronomical hours. 
 
In every school a project team is established. The team is responsible for organising and providing the 
practices. It includes the school director, a financial officer, a deputy-director involved in counselling 
school/college students in their choice of practice; a monitoring teacher – usually a teacher in practical 
training and an instructor from the respective enterprise who has professional experience and is well 
familiar with the working process. 
 
The project provides the conditions for applying a systemic and effective approach towards the 
cooperation between vocational schools and local businesses, for the bigger autonomy of educational 
institutions and for new opportunities for the development and implementation of independent school 
policies. More flexible placement conditions in the VET system were created on the basis of local and 
regional businesses’ needs. This improves the whole VET system and the field of students’ placements 
in particular. The project makes it possible for the business sector to be more actively involved in the 
development of curricula concerning vocational training. This strongly improves the links between the 
results from the vocational education and the needs of the constantly changing labour market. Project 

                                           
37 https://praktiki.mon.bg/sp/  
38 http://upraktiki.mon.bg/  
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activities also contribute to the qualification enhancement of trainers in the VET system by helping 
them acquire certain competencies related to the organisation of placements in real work 
environments based on effective partnerships with partnering employers. 
 
Practices are offered to university students as well. The training corresponds to the speciality, studied 
at university or another higher education institution. The duration is also 240 astronomical hours. The 
practical tasks assigned are in compliance with the programme elaborated for the specific practice. The 
practical training is carried out individually or in groups with the assistance and under the control of an 
employee of the respective enterprise/organisation and under the instruction of a trainer from the 
university (academic instructor). Students who register in the module for university students’ practices 
of the web-based platform can apply for the placements announced there by employers. 
 
Ensuring opportunities for young people to gain practical experience aimed at improvement of their 
employability 
 
Programme ‘Career Start’ 
 
The 'Career Start' Programme39 is in line with the youth employment integration priority laid down in 
the National Reform Programme of the Republic of Bulgaria and is aimed at contributing to the 
achievement of the Europe 2020 National target for employment. The programme ‘Career start’ 
addresses the gap between education and employment. It facilitates the transition between education 
and employment by providing a possibility to gain work experience. The Programme addresses the 
difficulties that young secondary school and university graduates face immediately after graduation in 
their efforts to find jobs which match the knowledge and skills they have acquired during their 
education. The programme started in 2003 by MLSP and continues to be fully operational. 
 
The 'Career Start' Programme is implemented in the context of the National Youth Strategy 2010-2020 
of the Republic of Bulgaria, as it contributes to the achievement of Strategic objective No.1 'Encourage 
the economic activity and career development of young people', incl. through provision of 
opportunities for gaining work experience in the state administration (Component 1 of the Programme) 
and private sector (Component 2). Thus, the 'Career Start' Programme is implemented in two 
components: 

▪ Component 1: targeting young people of 29 years of age and younger with no work experience, 
who have completed their higher education and are registered in the Labour Offices. 

▪ Component 2: addressing young people of 24 years of age and younger, who have completed 
their vocational education in the past two years, have no working experience on their 
occupations and are registered at the Labour Offices. 

 

                                           
39 https://www.az.government.bg/pages/programa-start-na-karierata/  
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The 'Career Start' Programme is the only and hence innovative initiative for Bulgaria, which provides 
opportunities for young university graduates to gain work experience by being employed in the central, 
regional or municipal administration. Due to the systematic approach, being followed by including the 
Programme in the Annual Employment Action Plan, its impact has increased over the years, as a general 
upward trend can be observed in the number of job placements since the onset of the Programme (in 
2016 their number had increased nearly 2 times, compared to 2003). A total of 3.027 million Euro from 
the State Budget was allocated to the Programme for 2017, the funds being constantly increased over 
the years – a trend, which is expected to continue in the future. 
 
Provision of flexible employment and training opportunities in companies 
 
Procedure ‘Flexible employment and training opportunities in companies with varying activity intensity’ 
 
The overall objective of the procedure is to provide an opportunity for increasing skills matching of 
inactive and unemployed people. It aims at creating conditions for increasing the labour productivity 
for more sustainable employment and better job placement by overcoming the gap between the 
demand and supply on the labour market (skills mismatch). The procedure is implemented starting 
2017 under Priority Axis 1: ‘Achieving higher and better-quality employment’ of the Operational 
Programme Human Resources Development 2014-2020. 40 
 
The major problem addressed by the Procedure is the relatively high personnel turnover and hence 
many job vacancies in the three targeted sectors, which is caused by the varying intensity of activities 
in companies operating in these sectors, resulting in skills mismatch. The policy goal of the initiative is 
increasing skills matching; better and sustainable job placement, leading to higher and better-quality 
employment. The support is granted to employers from three sectors with variable activity intensity 
(Manufacturing, Construction, Accommodation and food service activities) to train unemployed and 
inactive persons, and re-train employed persons in skills that match their business needs, to be done in 
less work-loaded periods; provision of scholarships for trainees (unemployed and inactive persons) is 
also foreseen. 
 
The programme allows for flexibility on part of employers in choosing the appropriate time for the 
training of unemployed/inactive persons, and re-training of employees, which is innovative in itself. 
Identifying skills gaps through collaborating with industries is quite an innovative approach for Bulgaria 
as well. For those sectors, which have high workforce demand, the impacts of future mismatch without 
such training is potentially high. 
 
 

                                           
40 http://esf.bg/procedures/gavkavi-vazmozhnosti-za-zaetost-i-obucheniya-v-predpriyatiya-s-promenliv-intenzitet-na-
dejnostta-2/  
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4.3. Implemented measures in the field of validation of competences 
 
One of the first initiatives regarding the validation of prior learning in Bulgaria was implemented as 
early as 2010 under the Lifelong Learning Programme, project No.2010-1-BG1-LEO05-03085, entitled 
“Validation of skills and knowledge for strengthening the positions of low-qualified employees in the 
labour market – ValidAid”.41 The project was carried out in the period October 2010 – September 2012, 
whereas the project consortium included seven organisations from six countries – Austria, Bulgaria, 
Iceland, France, Lithuania and Portugal with a diverse profile, relevant to the validation field: 
universities, research centres, training and counselling organisations. 
 
The project aimed at developing methods and tools for identifying and validating competences in the 
workplace and opening gateways to education and training to make it easier for low-qualified 
individuals to develop their competences, and by that secure their position in the labour market. The 
main goal of the project was to develop methods and tools which can assist in the process of validating 
competences in the workplaces. The emphasis was on transferability between sectors, the role of 
companies, counsellors and trade unions in the process. 
 
The idea of the project was on the one hand to make competencies more visible to the individual, which 
can serve as a motivational factor in his/her educational development, facilitating access to lifelong 
learning, and on the other hand to make competencies more visible to companies, so that they can 
provide more appropriate educational and training opportunities for the low-qualified employees and 
identify ways to organise information about human capital and acknowledge competencies. 
 
The ValiAid project produced a number of valuable outcomes, incorporated in a Validation Kit for three 
sectors, namely: finance, retail trade and informational technologies. The Validation Kit included the 
following components: 

▪ Standards for recognition and validation of informal and non-formal competencies in the 
relevant sector for each partner country; 

▪ Interactive tests for preparation and training for validation of low qualified employees; 
▪ Interactive guidelines with instructions to companies as how to organise information about 

employees in order to facilitate the validation of competencies and appropriate training within 
the company; 

▪ Training programme for evaluators in how to implement the validation process; 
▪ Participant portfolio. 

 
A follow-up of the above initiative was the project “Validating competences gained at the workplace 
in case of low qualified people – ValidAid+”,42 which started in October 2013 and continued for 2 years, 
funded again by the Lifelong Learning Programme (Project No. 2013-1-GR1-LEO05-14120). The project 

                                           
41 http://www.validaid.eu/  
42 http://www.validaidplus.eu/en/  
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consortium included six organisations from five countries – Greece, Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy and Spain. 
In both projects, the partner for Bulgaria was the Institute for Postgraduate Studies at the University of 
National and World Economy (IPS at UNWE). The pilot sectors, chosen for this project were trade, 
hospitality and administration. 
 
Another initiative was the pilot project “System for validation of non-formal acquired professional 
knowledge, skills and competences (2013-2015) – New opportunity for my future”, carried out by the 
Ministry of Education and Science, which has made a valuable contribution to the development of 
internal quality assurance measures related to validation procedures. For example, special training has 
been provided to validation practitioners in order to enhance their ability to compare learning 
outcomes acquired through non-formal or informal learning with learning outcomes defined in the 
State Educational Requirement (SER) for certain vocational qualifications. Among the beneficiaries of 
the training were representatives of employer and employee organisations, which is an indication for 
increased involvement of social partners in validation procedures. 
 
In the project a ‘Manual for vocational schools for validating non-formal and informal learning’ has been 
developed.43 The manual provides methodological guidelines and instruments (e.g. comparative tables) 
for the assessment of equivalence between competences declared by a candidate and competences 
defined for a specific vocational qualification (or part of one) in the corresponding SER. 
 
The project was carried out by MES in collaboration with diverse partners, including state institutions 
(MLSP, NEA, MAVET) and employer organisations, as well as trade unions. ‘New opportunity for my 
future’ was funded under the Operational Programme ‘Human Resources Development’ e.g. 
beneficiaries did not have to pay for the validation procedures. The total budget amounted to a little 
above BGN 5.8 million (approx. EUR 3 million). The target group referred to: persons aged over 16 who 
wish to validate knowledge, skills and competences, acquired through non-formal and/or informal 
learning and employees in institutions, organisations and industrial enterprises directly involved in 
processes related to identification and evaluation of their knowledge, skills and competences. The main 
goals of the project include: 

▪ creating and testing a system for identification and recognition of informally acquired 
knowledge, skills and competences; 

▪ enhancing employability through increasing the opportunities for acquisition of vocational 
qualifications; 

▪ developing legislation regarding the process of identification and recognition of knowledge, 
skills and competencies acquired through non-formal training and informal learning; 

▪ issuing certificates to persons who have acquired their knowledge, skills and competences 
though non-formal or informal learning; and, 

▪ promoting the validation of non-formal and informal knowledge, skills and competences in 
Bulgaria. 

                                           
43 The manual is available in Bulgarian at: http://validirane.mon.bg/docs/Narachnik_f.pdf  
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The project was linked to the formal education system, e.g.: candidates have the possibility to acquire 
a certificate for validation of vocational qualification or a certificate for validation of vocational 
competences (part of qualification) whereby these certificates have the same value as certificates 
acquired through the formal education system. 
 
Before 2014, the number of persons who received a certificate for validation was higher due to the fact 
that the validation procedure was easier to carry out as it was also not regulated. Therefore, the 
legislative changes (in particular the amendment of VETA and the adoption of Ordinance No. 2), as well 
as the implementation of the ‘New opportunity for my future project’ have led to improvement of the 
overall quality of validation procedures in the VET sector in Bulgaria. 
 
An interesting initiative, this time targeting people with disabilities, was the project “Recognition and 
Validation of Acquired Skills for Disabled People – REVADIS”,44 implemented under the EU Erasmus+ 
programme in the period October 2014 – September 2016 (Project No. 2014 -1-PT-01-KA202-000919). 
The project consortium included 4 partners from Portugal, Bulgaria, Romania and Spain. 
 
The REVADIS project aimed at improving the offer in the area of professional recognition of acquired 
skills for people with disabilities, promoting their inclusion in the labour market and in the 
education/training system and supporting their mobility in the European labour market through the 
implementation of the ECVET system. The key outcomes of the project can be identified as follows: 

▪ 17 new referentials (or standards) of recognition of professional skills for disabled people; 
▪ Participation of 102 people with disabilities in the activities of the project; 
▪ Publication of a Methodological Guide; 
▪ Implementation of the ECVET system in the acquired qualification; 
▪ Final Report with Policy Recommendations/Guidelines. 

 
 
 
 
  

                                           
44 http://www.apc-coimbra.org.pt/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/APCC_ProjectREVADIS_flyer1.pdf  
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Appendix 1: List of definitions  
 

* Population = The population on 1 January should be based on concept of usual resident population, 
i.e. the number of inhabitants of a given area on 1 January of the year in question. The population 
figures can be based on data from the most recent census adjusted by the components of population 
change produced since the last census, or based on population registers. Usually resident population 
means all persons having usual residence in a country at the reference time. 
 
* Employment rate = Employed persons are all persons aged 15 to 64 who, during the reference week, 
worked at least one hour for pay, profit or family gain, or were not at work but had a job or business 
from which they were temporarily absent. The employment rate represents employed persons as a 
percentage of the population. 
 
* Unemployment rate = Unemployed persons comprise persons aged 15-64 who were (all three 
conditions must be fulfilled simultaneously): (1) without work during the reference week; (2) available 
for work at the time (i.e. were available for paid employment or self-employment before the end of the 
two weeks following the reference week); (3) actively seeking work (i.e. had taken specific steps in the 
four-week period ending with the reference week to seek paid employment or self-employment), or 
who found a job to start within a period of at most three months. The unemployment rate shows 
unemployed persons as a percentage of the economically active population (which comprises 
employed and unemployed persons). 
 
* Labour force participation rate = Labour force participation rate represents employed and 
unemployed persons as a percentage of the population living in private households. 
 
* Innovation rate45 = The performance of EU national innovation systems is measured by the Summary 
Innovation Index, which is a composite indicator obtained by taking an unweighted average of the 27 
indicators. Based on this year’s results, the Member States fall into four performance groups:  

 The first group of Innovation Leaders includes Member States where performance is more 
than 20% above the EU average. The Innovation Leaders are Denmark, Finland, Germany, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United Kingdom.  

 The second group of Strong Innovators includes Member States with a performance 
between 90% and 120% of the EU average. Austria, Belgium, France, Ireland, Luxembourg, 
and Slovenia are Strong Innovators.  

 The third group of Moderate Innovators includes Member States where performance is 
between 50% and 90% of the EU average. Croatia, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

                                           
45 According to the 2017 edition of the European Innovation Scoreboard (EIS)  
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Greece, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and Spain belong 
to this group.  

 The fourth group of Modest Innovators includes Member States that show a performance 
level below 50%. 

 
* Educational attainment rate = The educational attainment level of an individual is the highest ISCED 
(International Standard Classification of Education) level successfully completed, the successful 
completion of an education programme being validated by a recognised qualification, i.e. a qualification 
officially recognised by the relevant national education authorities or recognised as equivalent to 
another qualification of formal education. 

 Less than primary, primary and lower secondary education (‘low’): this aggregate refers to 
levels 0, 1 and 2 of the ISCED 2011.  

 Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education (‘middle’): this aggregate 
corresponds to ISCED 2011 levels 3 and 4. 

 Tertiary education (‘high’): this aggregate covers ISCED 2011 levels 5, 6, 7 and 8. 
 
* School leaving age = Compulsory education refers to a period of education that is required of all 
people and is imposed by law. School leaving age is the age at which compulsory education ends. 
 
* Lifelong learning participation rate = The participation rate in education and training covers 
participation in formal and non-formal education and training.  

Formal education and training according to the International Standard Classification of 
Education 2011 (ISCED 2011) is defined as “education that is institutionalised, intentional and 
planned through public organisations and recognised private bodies and – in their totality – 
constitute the formal education system of a country. Formal education programmes are thus 
recognised as such by the relevant national education authorities or equivalent authorities, e.g. 
any other institution in cooperation with the national or sub-national education authorities. 
Formal education consists mostly of initial education. Vocational education, special needs 
education and some parts of adult education are often recognised as being part of the formal 
education system.” 
Non-formal education and training is defined as any organised and sustained learning activities 
outside the formal education system. Non-formal education is an addition, alternative and/or 
complement to formal education. Non-formal education may therefore take place both within 
and outside educational institutions and cater to people of all ages. Depending on national 
contexts, it may cover educational programmes to impart adult literacy, life-skills, work-skills, 
and general culture. 

 
* Skills mismatch = Qualification mismatch arises when workers have an educational attainment that 
is higher or lower than that required by their job. If their education level is higher than that required by 
their job, workers are classified as over-qualified; if the opposite is true, they are classified as 
underqualified. 


