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Bridge to Business program is part of the "Bridg-
ing Young Roma and Business – Intervention for 
inclusion of Roma youth through employment in 
the private sector in Bulgaria and Hungary" pro-
ject and is being implemented with the financial 
support of the EU Programme for Employment 
and Social Innovation ("EaSI") 2014–2020. 

Bridge to Business provides support to young 
Roma (aged 18–35), who have graduated high 
school and successfully passed their matriculation 
exams or possess university diploma, in accessing 
job position at private companies that require 
relevant qualification, education and skills. 

Goal:  
 
The overall goal of the project is to highlight an 
approach that contributes to the emergence and 
strengthening of Roma middle-class, consisting of 
Roma with at least secondary education, working 
in mainstream environment at quality positions. 
The project applies rigorous quantitative and qual-
itative measurements in evaluating the effects of 
the interventions. The final outcome of the project 
will deliver conclusions and recommendations 
for public employment services on how to adapt 
to the needs of that particular target group of 
relatively educated Roma employees. It will also 
provide reccomendations to future employers on 
how to develop internal procedures and services 
requires for a similar Roma employment initiatives.

Project Duration: 3 years (1/10/2016–30/09/2019)

Implemented by: Open Society Institute 
Foundation – Sofia (Bulgaria) in cooperation with 
Autonomia Foundation (Hungary) and Central 
European University (Hungary)

About the Project
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Main components: Main Data for Bulgaria Program
• Participants’ recruitment for the Bridge to 

Business program and development of their 
skills and capacity to effectively integrate into 
the labor market positions corresponding to 
their level of education 

• Prevention of early drop out of school students 
in the last two years of secondary education 

• Building connections among the participants 
and creating contacts with representatives of 
the private business throughout the country 

• Development of partnership communication 
with representatives of the private business, in-
terested in investing in educated and qualified 
young Roma people 

• Establishing a network and community of 
organizations working to promote and develop 
the concept of diversity and inclusion at the 
workplace 

• Survey of the effect and pilot measures tested 
in the project

121 
participants in the Bridge to Business 
Programme

170  
students, involved in the  
"I graduate – I succeed" module

20+ 
companies – partners of the Bridge to 
Business Programme 

5 
local NGO partners and 10+ local  
coordinators who liaise with candidates 
and participants in the Bridge to Business 
Programme

20 
teachers who mentor the students within 
"I graduate – I succeed" module

4 
4 NGO partners – founders of the 
"Diversity Pays Off" initiative, and 100+ 
organizations involved in the initiative’s 
meetings

10 
project papers and reports on the project, 
including:

• My First Job – a tool for youths and 
trainings

• Diversity at the workplace – why and 
how? Steps to develop and manage a 
Diversity and Inclusion policy –  
a guide for organizations that want 
to know more or develop policies for 
diversity and inclusion in their work 
environment

• 2 national and 1 comparative report on 
the results of the research component 
of the project

13+ 
trainings with more than 100 participants 
and more than 220 services provided to 
participants under the Bridge to Business 
Programme with the participation of HR ex-
perts from leading companies and certified 
coaches from the International Coaching 
Federation

Bridge to Business Programme team in Bulgaria

Dimitar Dimitrov, Theodora Ivanova-Valeva, Anita Jones, Milen Minchev,  Anelia Atanasova, 
Ralitsa Dimitrova, Ilko Yordanov, Boyan Zahariev, Petya Brainova, Dragomira Belcheva,  

Gueorgi Stoytchev, Veliko Sherbanov
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What Happened  
and What are the Lessons 
Learned from the Project?
"Bridging Young Roma and Business – Intervention for inclusion of Roma 
youth through employment in the private sector in Bulgaria and Hungary"

Bridge to Business Programme’s participants during the "Diversity Pays Off" launch event, Sofia, June 2018, photo 
credit: Anton Chalakov
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Author: Dimitar Dimitrov 
 
 
Roma are often being discriminated during em-
ployment recruitment process. Researches show 
that ethnic discrimination in many cases is not 
even hidden. In Bulgaria, until recently there was a 
practice of publishing job advertisements that ex-
plicitly state that Roma cannot apply for them. The 
EU MIDIS II Fundamental Rights Agency's survey 
shows that almost 25% of the respondents believe 
that their Roma origin is the reason they are not 
employed. 
 
Data gathered by the Open Society Institute – 
Sofia within the Bridge to Business project shows 
that most of the educated young Roma people ap-
pear to face higher risks of discrimination than the 
average for the country: 40% of the well-educated 
young Roma state that they have been discrimi-
nated against at some point (with few exceptions 
on the grounds of ethnicity and domicile).

Since 2016, the Open Society Institute – Sofia 
has been working on an initiative aimed at 
improving the access of young qualified Roma 
to the labor market in the corporate sector in 
Bulgaria and Hungary. The Bridge to Business 
program facilitates the access of young Roma 
(18–35 years) with a minimum of secondary edu-
cation to high-skilled jobs in private businesses 
that match their education and qualifications.

The Social Crisis, 
the Roma and the Business

Moment of the "Business Inside" training, Sofia, March 2019, photo credit: Milen Minchev

In addition, Bridge to Business offers mentoring 
support for Roma students in the last and pe-
nultimate year of training in selected secondary 
schools in the country for successfully passing 
state matriculation exams in order to create 
opportunities for continuing their education at 
higher education institutions and a successful 
realization on positions for highly qualified jobs 
in the private labor market.

Bridge to Business works closely with repre-
sentatives of private businesses who are in-
terested in recruiting educated and qualified 
young people, regardless of their ethnic origin. 
The Bridge to Business cycle is close to an end 
and it is now possible to draw some initial con-
clusions.

Three hundred and twenty three (323) people have 
applied for the program and 121 young people 
from the whole country have been admitted to 
the selection process. The profile of the completed 
educational degree and the fields of study vary 
widely, but some conclusions could still be made. 
About 70% of them have graduated or are current-
ly undergraduates, 28% have a medium or high 
level of comprehension of a foreign language, and 
for more than 85% of them office and software 
programs usage skills are above the average. 
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"If I have to choose between several job 
positions, the main reason for my choice 
will be not the salary but the location. I 
want to work here, in my area."  
 
The young person who says this is Miroslav Iliev – 
a student at the University of Veliko Tarnovo. The 
region he is talking about is Northwest Bulgaria 
– the most underdeveloped region on the terri-
tory of the whole European Union according to 
statistics. A region, everyone would prefer to leave 
instead of returning to it. But not him.

Two-thirds of all participants received a total of 
about 220 services provided by the various compo-

Only 30% say that they would be willing to change 
their place of residence because of a job anywhere 
in the country. Another 1/3 of the young people 
tend to agree to travel to work close to their cur-
rent domicile (in their or adjacent area).

The smallest share is of those who have completed 
secondary education with a mathematical profile 
– 2%, and natural sciences – 2%. Of all respondents, 
none have completed a secondary education with 
a sports profile.

The most preferred specialties at HEIs are in 
Humanities – Pedagogy, Social Care, Law. There 
is also a lack of students studying in the fields of 
agribusiness and food technology, Administrative 
and Information Security, Public Administration, 
PR, Administration and Management, Human 
Resources, Engineering, Economics, Medical Dis-
ciplines, etc. In contrast to the widespread stereo-
type about Roma and music, those studying arts 
are less than those studying biotechnology who 
are in fact less than 1%.

For 67% of them the mother tongue is Bulgarian, 
followed by Roma and Turkish. The most fre-
quently mentioned foreign languages that young 
people know are English (52%), Russian (15%) and 
Turkish (13%).

The desired areas of career development are also 
diverse and extend across the range of possible 
occupations. The most desirable sphere is "Admin-
istration" – 42%, which is different from "Manage-
ment", where preference has been expressed by 
about 15%. Among the most preferred areas are 
Commerce, Healthcare and Educational Activities, 
and finally, Law, Real Estate and Pharmaceutical 
Industry.

Attractive work for young people would be the 
one that sometimes includes business travels, 
working with people (front desk, customer service, 
etc.), involves telephone or e-mail communication, 
and team work. The least attractive is the work in 
which mathematics or statistics are used, foreign 
languages are used or development of budgets is 
required.
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Are you inclined or not to move/travel to 
another settlement because of a job?

nents of Bridge to Business: training, consultations 
for preparing CVs, preparing for a job interview, 
helping with sending job applications, etc. Thirty 
people have started work after an intervention by 
the Bridge to Business team. 
 
Improving the qualification of representatives of 
vulnerable groups is as important as opening up 
private companies to diversity and the promotion 
of diversity. There is no doubt that the massive 
wave of patriotic and nationalist movements in Eu-
rope, but also in other parts of the world, have put 
mankind in crisis, placing certain groups of people 
in a dominant position over others on the basis of 
ethnic or national origin.

Launch event "Diversity Pays Off", Sofia, June 2018, photo credit: Anton Chalakov

Fig. 1: Share of respondents ready to change their 
residence for better job opportunities
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Dimitar is 22 years old, from Sredets. He used to 
be an animator, a waiter, a construction worker, 
a bartender. He graduated from the Secondary 
School of Woodworking "Georgi Kondolov" in 
Bourgas, specialty "Forestry and Hunting", and 
graduated with the qualification of "technician-
forester". After that he was mainly involved in 
seasonal work on the Black Sea coast, while at the 
same time assisting his father in preparing a set 
of documents for a subsidy from the Agriculture 
Fund under the "Young Farmer" program. The 
uncertain employment situation does not satisfy 
him and he decides he wants to continue his 
professional career. He applied and was admitted 
to the Free University of Burgas in Ecology and 
Environmental Management. Almost at the same 
time, he learns about the Bridge to Business 
Program and decides to apply. 

A moment of "Career Guidance and Application for Work" training, Stara Zagora, November 2017, photo credit: Milen Minchev

"We have to take into account this huge 
human potential: an army of people not 
used because of prejudices."

Denitsa Sacheva, Deputy Minister of the Ministry of 
Education and Science

 

As the financial crisis a few years ago destroyed 
some of the foundations of the economy and 
changed others, the foundation of social relations 
is now under threat. This social crisis threatens our 
society just as the financial crisis has done, and 
requires targeted efforts from all actors to prevent 
at least part of the disasters we are already wit-
nessing.

Launch event "Diversity Pays Off", Sofia, June 2018, photo credit: Anton ChalakovHe says that participating in Bridge to Business 
allows him to build a lot of skills related to 
successful communication and behavior 
in meetings with employers and preparing 
application papers – thanks to the programme 
trainings and consultations with career 
consultants. Gaining confidence, he applied for a 
job at Lidl Bulgaria and started his career in one 
of the biggest hypermarkets in the country. He 
manages to negotiate his working conditions so 
that he can combine them with university studies.
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During the financial crisis, out of necessity govern-
ments were the ones who managed the rescue 
operations, working together, in cooperation with 
central banks, the banking sector and various 
financial institutions. Who should lead rescue 
operations during a social crisis, given that govern-
ments obviously do not always succeed?

With its global reach and influence and its im-
mense role in the global economic and social 
system, it may be the business. This is also what 
Professor Klaus Schwab, founder and chairman of 
the World Economic Forum, said during his inau-
gural speech last year that 

"... if the system is damaged and the 
social contract fails, business leaders 
in Davos and the whole world must be 
leading the recovery"1.

Business leaders are daily involved in making 
many decisions of great importance: how best to 
respond to market dynamics, how to structure tax 
obligations, how to adapt to the gig economy2, 
whether and how to automate processes, invest at 
low interest rates or buy back shares, how to com-
bine local employment and contribution to the 
local community with their global business goals, 
how to demonstrate their support for diversity, etc.

Their decisions are what build the social and eco-
nomic structure of our society. Investing in people 
– education, training, leadership, diversity – today 
is a priority for the business worldwide. And if it 
invests well, it will make a significant contribution 
to restoring the social contract.

In Bulgaria, business leaders are aware of their 
social role. On June 12, 2018, just one year ago, 
the Bridge to Business programme launched 
an initiative to create a community between the 
business and vulnerable groups. The initiative is in 
partnership with the GLAS Foundation and their 
WorkItOut platform, the Bulgarian Fund for Wom-
en, the Listen Up Foundation and the SocialFuture 
Foundation with the JAMBA Platform. 
 
In this initiative, NGOs and business representa-
tives give each other a hand, striving to implement 
and develop active diversity policies in a corporate 
environment. Since then, three events have been 
organized on which diversity and inclusion experts, 
HR experts and managers from private compa-
nies, NGOs and public institutions have been dis-
cussing and sharing their experience in the field of 
diversity and the workforce. 

"Initiatives like the Diversity Pays Off 
will contribute not only for the success 
of the business, but the society as a 
whole."

H.E. Eric Rubin, USA ambassador in Bulgaria

"Bridge to Business" was nominated for a flagship-
project among the thousands supported by the 
European Commission each year.

1 https://www.ft.com/content/481f2c86-fa07-11e7-9bfc-052cbba03425 
2 Gig economy (from the English term "gig" for episodic engagements in the music business) – unofficial employment, a random job negotiated on the 

digital market. It is also seen as an engagement economy or an economy of informal employment.

H.E. Eric Rubin at the "Diversity Pays Off" launch event, Sofia, June 2018, 
photo credit: Anton Chalakov

https://www.ft.com/content/481f2c86-fa07-11e7-9bfc-052cbba03425
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Author: Anita Jones 

The short answer is: "as much as the Bulgarian 
society is." What we see at the workplace is what 
we most often see in public. Let us be honest: very 
seldom there are different children in the "tradi-
tional" Bulgarian family. I was 26 when I first saw a 
person with Down syndrome. It was when I went 
to live in Spain, where I could see every day people 
with disabilities working at offices and stores and 
using the public transport. Maternity hospitals in 
Bulgaria were until recently (in fact, they still are) 
advising parents to abandon newborns with disa-
bilities even if the deficits could be compensated 
in a few years. The weird, the atypical, the different 
ones were (are) isolated behind high walls and in 
ghettos. Away from our homogeneous look.   

How Diverse are the 
Bulgarian Companies?

As a result of the deinstitutionalization, of the work 
of non-governmental organizations and as a pure-
ly mechanical consequence of the inflow of foreign 
employees (attracted by large outsourcing and IT 
companies) in the country, our society has become 
somewhat diverse over the past years, but only in 
the large urban areas. People with different skin 
color or ones speaking a foreign language can be 
seen more and more often. Attention is now being 
paid not only to physical disabilities, but also to 
people with intellectual disabilities and how they 
can be integrated into the everyday life. However, 
there are still barriers and they are not only physi-
cal – lack of accessible environment, ramps, eleva-
tors, suitable means of transport, residential prob-
lems. First and foremost, there are barriers in the 
mindset – ignorance of the problem that disturbs 
the nice view, the pity for the underprivileged and 
unfortunate ones, or the helplessness. All this leads 
to greater social distances between the majority 
and the different minorities3.    

"We are not different because our skin 
color is different, not because of the  
disabilities, but because we think  
differently. Integration and change 
should start from our way of thinking." 

Denis, entrepreneur and participant in the  
Bridge to Business Programme, a Roma youth

Bridge to Business 
Programme participants 

visit at the office of TELUS 
International Europe, Sofia, 

November 2018

3 More information about the social distances at the workplace and in the educational system is available on www.OpenData.bg in the Research 

section.

http://www.OpenData.bg
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there are better candidates for a given job? This is 
contrary to any business logic. It is enough for the 
companies that they give equal access – everyone 
is welcome to apply and will be hired as long as 
they have the necessary qualifications, regardless 
of gender, race, skin color, religion or physical char-
acteristics. However equal access does not always 
guarantee fairness because there is not always an 
equal start.   

Еquality versus Equity5

Many employers in Bulgaria state that they have 
no problem hiring a person with disability or from 
a minority as long as this person is knowledgea-
ble and skilled enough and is suitable for the job. 
Sufficient for the integration of such a person at 
the workplace could probably be some work with 
the team to raise their awareness and enable 
them cope with their own unconscious biases. But 
why should they hire someone in a disadvantaged 
position only because this person is different when 

"The inclusive culture is one where em-
ployees can contribute to the success of 
the company as their authentic selves, 
and where the organization respects 
and harnesses their talents and gives 
them a sense of connectedness. In an 
inclusive culture, employees know that, 
irrespective of gender, race, creed, sex-
ual orientation and physical ability, 
you can fulfill your personal objectives 
by aligning them with the company’s, 
have a rich career and be valued as an 
individual."

Wanda Wallace and Gillian Pillans, "Creating an Inclu-
sive Culture," Corporate Research Forum, October 2016

Such culture of integration and inclusion requires 
openness towards the different on one hand and 
on the other hand – the people from vulnerable 
groups need to have had enough opportunities 
to develop their social skills, their education and 
qualifications so as to be able to fully participate 
in the company’s life or to catch up on their defi-
cits quickly and with minimum efforts.  

"Of all the places where I have worked, 
the team in the office here seems less 
diverse."

Andrew, a trading manager at an international  
company based in Bulgaria 

 
 
Diversity at the Workplace

Large companies abroad started talking about 
diversity and integration (inclusion) as early as in 
the 60s of last century. While this topic has only 
recently started making its way in Bulgaria under 
the pressure of the headquarters of international 
companies or in the context of corporate social 
responsibility, the world is already talking about 
diversity, inclusion and belonging. 

"Diversity is being invited to the par-
ty, inclusion is being asked to dance, 
and belonging is dancing like no one’s 
watching"  (LinkedIn)4.

It is no longer enough for teams to be multi-color-
ed. This does not lead to long-term sustainability. 
It is not enough to offer someone a job only be-
cause he or she is from a less represented group 
of people. This person should feel that he belongs 
within the company, that he is accepted, that he is 
not judged and most importantly – that he can do 
his job and contribute to the success and perfor-
mance of his team. At the same time, the rest of 
the colleagues (the majority) should not feel dif-
ferent either. Therefore the success of the diversity 
and inclusion strategy goes through the support 
to the employees, including support for the main-
stream on how to deal with their unconscious bias, 
on how to accept the differences and to work in a 
diverse or multicultural environment. 

Source: https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/infographics/visualizing-health-equity.html

4 Global Recruiting Trends 2018, LinkedIn Talent Solutions. 5  Equality versus equity

https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/infographics/visualizing-health-equity.html
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Furthermore, as a society we are not at all pre-
pared to live with different people, to accept that 
they are to a great extent like us, with their own 
desires, fears and purely human needs of belong-
ing, communication, laughter and love (see the 
series Atypical7 and Speechless8). There is no way 

This barrier does not exist for all the people from 
underrepresented groups. It refers rather to those 
whose vulnerability is very obvious (skin color, phys-
ical or intellectual problem). With some groups (LG-
BTI communities, migrants, women, elderly people, 
etc.), the problem is not that much with the qualifi-
cation and access to the labor market as it is with the 
existence of prejudice and negative attitudes. 

Hiring somebody does not necessarily mean that 
this person will feel accepted by the team. At 
many workplaces, any racist, homophobic or sexist 
comments are still considered absolutely normal, 
and there is practically no policy to prevent this. 
There is evidence of increase of hate speech at the 
workplace over the past five years6. At the same 
time, the companies with zero tolerance policy 
towards such speech are very few. This is usually a 
value within international companies, which have 
strict procedures against various kinds of discrimi-
nation and harassment and which follow a corpo-
rate code of ethics. 

Discrimination is a serious psychological barrier for 
both minorities and majority. Minority members 
often lack enough self-confidence to apply for a 
job or promotion. They feel constant pressure to 
prove themselves and to double their efforts at 
the workplace. Blagoy, a participant in the ‘Bridge 
to Business’ Programme, was hired by a large 
international IT company on merit alone. Never-
theless, he shared that for the first time he did feel 
prepared and motivated enough to apply for such 
a position as a result of the support lent by the 
Programme’s team.

An increasingly popular idea on a global scale is 
that the equal treatment of employees does not 
make them equal. Oftentimes people with disabil-
ities and ones from other vulnerable groups have 
to catch up in terms of education and environ-
ment, which reduces dramatically their compet-
itiveness. During the implementation of ‘Bridge 
to Business’, it was established that there are two 
major problems for the inclusion and integration 
of isolated groups into the labor market – the lack 
of qualifications and the discrimination. 

Barriers to Diversity at the Labor Market 

The lack of qualifications is generally attributed to 
the difficult access of vulnerable groups to quali-
ty education but also to the greater isolation and 
poverty in which they live. The representatives of 
vulnerable groups do not manage to gain the neces-
sary social skills and experience that would facilitate 
their access to the labor market and their integration 
at the workplace. The social and educational systems 
are hardly of any help to people with special needs to 
be fully included in society and to gain/improve their 
qualification. The labor offices and career centers 
are not effective enough in preparing and helping 
people gain job search skills. This limits considerably 
the opportunities for career development.  

"People with disabilities need addition-
al preparation and qualification before 
starting a job. They should have the 
sense of being hired not because of any 
quota but because of their own skills."

Nadya Mihova, HR manager at EY Bulgaria

to accept the different people without getting to 
know them, without studying and working with 
them and without having fun together with them. 
This is a process that has to be ongoing not only at the 
workplace but also in our everyday lives. 
 

Bridge to Business Programme participants visit at Starbucks café, Sofia, March 2019, phot credit: Milen Minchev

6 Public attitudes to hate speech in Bulgaria in 2018, Open Society Institute – Sofia, https://osis.bg/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2018-Hate-speech-BG-final.pdf 7 Netflix series about a high-school student on the autism spectrum who decides that it is high time he got a girlfriend. 
8 ABC series about a family that enrolls their son with cerebral palsy at a mainstream school, and this turns out to be the best decision they have ever made.

https://osis.bg/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2018-Hate-speech-BG-final.pdf
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The importance of corporate diversity policy and 
culture does not diminish the state’s role in ensur-
ing access to the labor market. First step for such 
access are education and qualification which are 
still ensured through public policies and pub-
lic funds. Their underlying principle of solidarity 
supposes provision of quality education and social 
services to everybody. This is the stage when vul-

The lack of skilled staff and the staff turnover 
are turning into a problem for many employers, 
not only in Bulgaria at that. Alternative solutions 
have appeared – "universities" for preparation of 
skilled staff in the field of computer programming, 
scholarships for study at vocational schools and 
universities, bonuses for regular work attendance 
or sanctions for being late, etc. It turns out that 
some sectors can "produce" their own staff. This is 
also a way to enhance diversity. At companies like 
SAP Labs Bulgaria, however, which require very 
specific skills that are "built with long study," a 
single two-year qualification course is not enough. 
The focus there should be on competences that 
are developed as early as during the school years. 

Many of the employers with which ‘Bridge to 
Business’ works share that a major obstacle to the 
diversity at their companies is the lack of qualified 
staff among the underrepresented groups and the 
lack of candidates from these groups. One aspect 
of the problem is that it is objectively more diffi-
cult for people in a disadvantaged position to gain 
proper qualification. But there is also evidence 
that a more open recruitment policy (differentiat-
ed channels for job postings, broadening the circle 
of people invited to an interview so as to include 
representatives of different groups, etc.) as well as 
flexibility in the negotiation of the employment 
relationship would lead to workforce diversity. A 
number of surveys show the advantages of team 
diversity for greater innovation, productivity and 
revenues9. In order for this diversity to be effective, 
however, it has to be an authentic value of the 
company, not only such on paper or an artificially 
imposed policy. A good and productive working 
atmosphere can be achieved when employees 
have the feeling that they are all accepted at the 
company irrespective of their specific situation. 
 

Providing state benefits to people with disabilities 
to live on is an outdated concept. The disability 
quotas for companies hide the risk of offering only 
pro-forma solutions. Some large organizations, 
which require highly qualified employees in fields 
like computer programming, for example, prefer 
to directly pay the respective legal fines for not 
complying with these quotas. The process can 
be sustainable only if the integration happens 
through authentic empowerment of the vul-
nerable groups, as far as possible, not through 
charity or goodwill gestures. The position of 
"learned helplessness" must give way to initiative, 
support and responsibility. Only this way can diver-
sity benefit everyone.  

Who is Responsible for the Equal Access  
to the Labor Market? 

The social inclusion of underrepresented groups 
suggests not only measures that raise society’s 
awareness and skills for diversity, but also edu-
cation and training initiatives. Economic support 
tools are required as well – for example, financial 
support until first salary, a loan to secure accom-
modation and transport vouchers for commuters 
that would enable the maintaining of a minimum 
living standard until first income is received. This 
problem is often a buck-passing between the 
state and employers. The business says that the 
state must ensure qualified staff, that the educa-
tional level is low, that they are ready to hire people 
with different needs if there are public funds for 
adaptation of working environment and additional 
improvement of employees’ qualification. Ac-
cording to the institutions, the labor market is not 
flexible enough, and the companies have to teach 
their employees the specific skills they are looking 
for.  

nerable groups should be granted equal access 
by making up for any deficits, because the right 
to education is a universal one. So, next time we 
wonder how diverse our colleagues are, let us ask 
ourselves: How diverse were my classmate or my 
children’s classmates? 

Bridge to Business Programme participants visit at the office of EY Bulgaria, Sofia, March 2019, photo creidt: Milen Minchev

9 According to the report "Delivering  through Diversity" (2018) of McKinsey & Company, ethnically diverse companies are 33% more likely to achieve financial 
advance over ethnically homogeneous companies, and the good balance between men and women leads to up to 15% greater likelihood for these 
companies to be financially better than their competitors. 
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The component for prevention of secondary 
education dropout in Bulgaria "I graduate – I 
succeed" aims to provide support for successful 
pass of matriculation exams to pupils that are at 
risk of not completing their secondary education. 
The activities were carried out in 6 secondary 
schools and included additional activities and 
individual consultations for the successful 
completion of the Bulgarian Language and 
Literature Exam (BLL) and the second compulsory 
State Matriculation Exam (SME), as well as 
working with the families and communities of 
participants, organizing motivational events, 
meetings with representatives of business 
entities, visits and meetings with universities’ 
representatives, meetings with successful role 
models from Roma community and others..
The number of pupils enrolled in project from 
the last two grades of secondary education in all 
schools was 169, as 51 of them were preparing for 
two state matriculation exams – the obligatory 
and one second subject and 118 – only for one of 
the two subjects.

The inequalities in terms of school education 
coverage in the country are extremely high and in 
2018 the share of school dropouts from rural areas 
is more than twice the average for the country 
(26.2%)11. In these areas, a high proportion of pupils 
from vulnerable groups are taught, incl. Roma. 

Challenges

In 2018 Bulgaria is again among the 5 EU Member 
States with the worst indicators for premature 
school dropouts, having a level of 12.7%. This puts 
the country at high risk of being among the few 
nations in the EU that will not achieve their bench-
mark (11%) by 2020 on this key indicator for educa-
tion and human resource development10. 

"I Graduate – I Succeed" 

 

To persuade ∙ students that they can and should    
  graduade from secondary school

∙ parents to support them and work     
  together with teachers

∙ in school young people at risk ∙ their motivation to complete
  secondary education

To improve ∙ preparation in secondary schools ∙ the chances of successful 
  realization

 ∙ the success in state
   matriculation exams

To retain

Within the framework of the program, the 
11th and 12th graders not only improved their 
readiness for state matriculation exams but also 
increased their self-esteem and confidence in 
their own strength and gathered motivation 
to both complete secondary education and to 
further continue their education at an university 
level or have better chances for career at the 
labour market.

In the end of the 2017/18 school year, the first 
results of the pilot initiative were available, and in 
all "I graduate – I succeed" participating schools 
there was an increased success rate on the state 
matriculation exams.

10%

15%

20%

25%

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Bulgaria EU-28

School dropouts in Bulgaria and EU-28

10 Early leavers from education and training by sex and labour status – edat_lfse_14. 
11 Eurostat, Early leavers from education and training by sex and degree of urbanisation– edat_lfse_30.

Author: Ilko Yordanov 
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The family environment is another leading factor 
influencing the educational goals of young people. 
Five out of six young Roma who have completed 
at least secondary education say they have been 
encouraged and actively supported by their par-
ents to be able to obtain their diploma20.  
The educational levels of parents have strong im-
pact on motivation for learning in the secondary 
and higher education. The mothers of about 40% 
of young Roma people with minimum secondary 
education also have secondary education diplo-
mas, while another 10% have tried to study in a 
higher education institution or have completed it21. 
These are significantly higher than the average for 
the Roma shares, among which, according to NSI 
data from the Population Census and Census of 
Housing carried out in 2011, the Roma aged 20 and 
over with secondary and higher education are only 
9.5%22, and according to EU MIDIS in 2016 among 
Roma aged 16 and over this share is 12%23. The em-
ployment of parents also has positive influence on 
the completion of secondary education. For half 
of young Roma with at least secondary education, 
both parents had jobs in their most active years, 
and among another 1/4 of them at least one of the 
parents was employed.

Rights Agency in Bulgaria, 60% of Roma children 
aged 6-15 attend school where all or most of their 
classmates are Roma17.

It is exactly the studying in a desegregated ed-
ucational environment that is among the fac-
tors that favour the completion of secondary and 
higher education–about 60% of Roma who have 
completed at least secondary education are pupils 
educated mainly in secondary schools with major-
ity of non Roma students; every second Roma with 
a secondary education has received lower second-
ary education in schools where the Roma were not 
a majority amid pupils; among the Roma with at 
least secondary education only 8% are graduates 
from secondary schools where the students from 
this ethnic group were majority18.  According to 
a survey among the participants in the "Bridge 
to Business" Program 90% of Roma youths with 
minimum secondary education report that they 
have a very strong motivation to attend schools 
and they feel that their teachers accept them, and 
according to 82% of respondents their teachers 
were heartfelt and well-intentioned19.

Pupils from vulnerable groups do not have an 
equal start at school entrance because of insuffi-
cient preschool and linguistic preparation, which 
leads to limited learning outcomes even in the 
primary and lower secondary stages. Individual 
work and compensatory measures targeted do 
not lead to catching up on the gaps for a large pro-
portion of pupils from vulnerable groups. Thus, a 
significant proportion of students with enormous 
deficits are let to enter the secondary schools. For 
example, in 2012 in Bulgaria 15-year-old pupils with 
a mother tongue, other than the official one are 
lagging behind their coevals speaking Bulgarian 
with an equivalent of three school years14  in re-
gards to reading literacy skills.

The insufficient knowledge of Bulgarian lan-
guage by minority students is presented as a 
major challenge not only by teachers participating 
in "I graduate – I succeed"15.  

According to data from a survey carried out by 
the Fundamental Rights Agency of the EU in 2016 
only 12% of Roma over 16 years of age in Bulgaria 
consider themselves to be at proficiency level in 
Bulgarian written language. Data from a study 
conducted by the Open Society Institute - Sofia 
show that the probability of completing secondary 
and higher education increases with the level of 
practice of Bulgarian language. Among the Roma 
youths completed at least secondary education 
70% report that they most often speak at home 
in Bulgarian16. The actual educational segrega-
tion creates additional challenges. For example, 
according to the report of the EU Fundamental 

According to data of the EU Fundamental Rights 
Agency, 65% of the Roma in the 18–24 age groups 
have left the education system12 prematurely. The 
same survey estimates that the net enrolment 
coefficient for 15–18-year-old Roma in secondary 
education is only 40%, while the national average 
reaches 83%13.

Major Risks and Success Factors 

In July 2017 a total of 20 teachers working as 
mentors in "I graduate – I succeed" from Sofia, 
Sopot, Nikola Kozlevo, Stara Zagora and Strazhitsa 
gathered to exchange experiences and to discuss 
the issues in preparing students from vulnerable 
groups for the state matriculation exams, as well 
as the ways to tackle the challenges. Participants 
in the meeting shared similar problems: poor 
attendance of classes, low motivation of students, 
insufficient number of lessons in some disciplines, 
especially with regard to selective subjects for 
SME. 

The share of early dropouts from education 
and training in 2018 is 12.7%, which means that 
every 8th among young people aged 18-24 has 
not completed secondary education and is not 
enrolled in school.

These data mean that the potential for the 
economic and social development of 55,000 
young people remains inadequately realized.

12 EUMIDIS, Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey, FRA, 2016, database.
13 Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey Roma – Selected findings, p. 27. 
14 UNICEF, Situation Analysis of Children and Women in Bulgaria, 2017, pp. 77–78.
15 Strategy for Reducing the Share of Early School Leavers (2013-2020) adopted by the Council of Ministers on 30 October 2013, Protocol No. 44, p. 8–9.  
   and UNICEF, Situation Analysis of Children and Women in Bulgaria, 2017, p. 74.
16 Bridge to Business Program Survey comprising almost 230 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), 
   Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.

17 Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey – Roma – Selected findings, p. 27. 
18 Bridge to Business Program Survey comprising almost 230 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), 

    Open Society   Institute – Sofia, 2019.
19 Bridge to Business Program Survey among 92 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria, participants in the program 

   (2017–2019), Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.
20, Bridge to Business Program Survey comprising almost 230 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), 

    Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.
21  Bridge to Business Program Survey comprising almost 230 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), 

   Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.
22 NSI, Population Census and Census of Housing, 2011.
23 Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey in European Union, EU-MIDIS Survey on Minorities and Discrimination Sin EU, 

    data base.
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• Argumentation (verbal and written), interpre-
tation, reading with commenting, reading with 
extraction of information, collation, research, 
analysis. 

• Setting time parameters for work on SME test 
modules. 

• Using the association method in order to facili-
tate the learning of the studied matters. 

• Using presentations for the language rules and 
a table with structured literary facts.  

• Regular communication with parents to raise 
their interest in the school and in the success-
ful graduation of their children. 

"In the work process, the most effective 
way for determining educational needs 
was the individual approach. There 
were many gaps in knowledge and im-
plementation of language rules, literary 
facts and related processes were not 
equally comprehended by all, so indi-
vidual homework, solving tests from 
different collections, commenting on 
gaps and correcting mistakes have be-
come the basis of the group's activity."

Teacher involved in "I graduate – I succeed"

Among the specific giving good results approach-
es pedagogues underline: 

• Discussions and individual conversations with 
each individual student. 

• Free from clichés conversations between 
teacher and student. 

• Assessing the entry and intermediate level of 
pupils' knowledge by working on SME tests 
with attention to each question and revising 
the language norms and rules. 

• Usage of digital forms of tests. 

• Work in pairs on SME testing tasks. 

• Checks and comments on results after work on 
SME tests. 

• Giving homework, check and comment on 
homework. 

• Comment on presentations. 

Among the leading success factors in the schools 
is the adequate support offered by pedagogues 
for pupils from vulnerable groups. Approximately 
35% of young Roma people who have completed 
a minimum of secondary education say they have 
been encouraged and actively supported by their 
teachers in different educational levels in order to 
be able to obtain their diploma24.

The experience exchange among "I graduate – I 
succeed" teachers revealed that the most fre-
quently practiced and yielding good results edu-
cational approaches used by these teachers coin-
cided with leading approaches that have proved 
to be effective on a global scale. For example, a 
survey among teachers in the program found that 
amid the most popular approaches in their work 
ensuring successful pupils' performance are: the 
creation of fiduciary relationships with students, 
the approaches of pupils’ assessment and giving 
real opportunity for students to assess by them-
selves their own knowledge and development 
needs, teamwork, teaching that exactly meets the 
student's needs, small group lessons with exercis-
es and discussions25.

Approaches for Support 

The change is possible and achievable. 

Averagely in the last 7 years in Bulgaria about 
8,000 young people aged 18–24 prematurely 
dropped out from school. If only, on average, in 
each of the next 4–5 years, in each of the 600 
public schools providing secondary education 
about 3 pupils, who otherwise would drop out, 
will be retained and supported with long-term 
measures to reach the stage of SME and take 
them successfully, Bulgaria may attain its target 
level of 11% for early school leaving.

This goal requires implementation of measures at 
both national and local level and in the education-
al institutions aiming to create a social and edu-
cational environment and adequate and sustain-
able support with quality and integrated services 
so that at least 2,000 secondary school students 
would be able to succeed at SME.

The burden is not evenly distributed due to the high 
concentration of pupils from vulnerable groups in 
certain schools. That is why a dedicated support 
is needed for schools of this type. The goal is fully 
achievable for a 4-year political cycle but sustainabil-
ity of results requires political and public consensus 
and continuity in policies and measures beyond 
typical "mandate planning".

24 Bridge to Business Program Survey comprising almost 230 young Roma with secondary and tertiary education in Bulgaria (2017–2019),  

    Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.
25 These leading approaches coincide with those identified by world-renowned and getting rising popularity in educational circles Professor John Hattie  

   from Australia, examining what works best in teaching of pupils (https://visible-learning.org/2017/08/podcast-with-john-hattie/).

https://visible-learning.org/2017/08/podcast-with-john-hattie/).
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During parent-teacher meetings devoted to sup-
port for passing the state matriculation exams a 
variety of forms of parental involvement in stu-
dents’ readiness for preparation for SME have been 
discussed: by creating the appropriate conditions 
for self-preparation at home, ensuring regular 
attendance at school and conversations at home 
about the importance of secondary education for 
finding a well-paid job and continuing with higher 
education.

In addition, meetings with university students and 
young successful Roma, as well as with represent-
atives of the educational circles and journalists 
were organised. There they and the Programme 
participants discussed ideas and opportunities for 
improvement of school life and for decrease of the 
dropout from education measures. The personal 
example of visiting role models contributed for 
raising awareness of the importance of success-
ful completion of secondary education and the 
perspectives it provides for career after school for 
young people from vulnerable groups. 

Teachers themselves also need various forms of 
support and capacity building to work with sec-
ondary school students from vulnerable groups. 
Part of "I graduate – I succeed" were under the 
auspices of Deputy Minister of Education and 
Science Denitsa Sacheva, who coordinates the 
implementation of the mechanism for prevention 
of early school leaving and in a number of meet-
ings with pupils and teachers in schools, conveyed 
messages to the participants in the component. 
In the meetings with pedagogical teams Mrs. Sa-
cheva emphasised on the opportunities of devel-
oping projects for educational integration and for 
cooperation of the schools with other institutions 
and NGOs in their common efforts for educational 
integration and retention in the education system 
of students at risk of early school leaving.

Immediate and informal 
communication with local school 
communities and parents

Working with the school 
communities themselves

Directly

Face-to-face communication with 
successful Bulgarians in the public 
sector and business circles – 
individuals that faced hardships in 
their childhood and school years that 
could have gone a different way from 
the one who brought them to their 
present position in the society. Yet 
they have managed to overcome the 
difficulties and want to help change 
the fate of children and young people 
from vulnerable groups – to make 
them believe that they can succeed 
and coach them how to do it.

Personal engagement with 
"human touch" and personal example

Personal 
approach

Support for finding solutions of 
specific school problems and for 
improvements of the overall 
education system.

Identifying needs and searching 
for solutions 

Solutions

Executed meetings of the teachers with leading 
educational experts as the Director of "Educational 
Content" Directorate at MES Evgeniya Kostadinova 
and Director of the Centrе for Educational Integra-
tion of Children and Students from Ethnic Minor-
ities at MES Manuela Radeva did contribute for 
better motivation of school teams and search for 
adequate teaching and management decisions in 
school. In these meetings, teachers were encour-
aged and guided to apply innovative approaches 
by: working together in some of the classes, de-
veloping curriculum for new subjects for learn-
ing Bulgarian language from minority children, 
including in Section "B" of the curricula courses 
on literacy in Bulgarian language, accepting the 
support of educational mediators.

Students participating in the program component "I graduate – I succeed" in the school year 2017–2018, photo credits: Milen Minchev
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Last but not least important is the provision of 
necessary teaching materials for learning in the 
subjects of the state matriculation exams, which 
also contributes to the prevention of early school 
leaving and encourages full-fledged participation 
of students from vulnerable groups in additional 
activities for successful passing SME.

"Most of them are in a difficult financial 
situation and they cannot afford pur-
chasing such complementary educa-
tional literature. The usage of training 
aids and the Illustrated Dictionary of 
Biology gives them a chance for effec-
tive preparation." 

Teacher participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

Among the main objectives of the pilot campaign, 
as a result from meetings with school communi-
ties, was to formulate key messages to motivate 
secondary school students from vulnerable groups 
to graduate, and their parents and teachers – to 
believe in them and support them. One of these 
messages, for example, is that the income of sec-
ondary school graduates is almost twice higher 
than the income of those who did not graduate 
– the real difference over the working life period 
exceeds the equivalent of a two-room dwelling in 
a prestigious neighbourhood in the capital city. 

"Talk every day and motivate your children 
and your neighbour’s children to finish school, 
which can greatly improve their chances in 
life."

Deputy Minister Denitsa Sacheva in front of parents of 
pupils participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

"The relationship with parents is necessary and 
very important ... If someone is absent from 
school, I look for the reason for this, and I do it 
still that same day. Work and conversation with 
parents are vital – by getting to know parents, 
I analyse the causes of each child's behaviour. 
If I do not get to know their parents, I can 
not influence them; for me, they are the best 
vehicle and the most direct way to the children. 
The first and most important thing for me is 
that children trust their parents. Therefore, 
if I get the approval of the mother and/or 
father, I will have that of the child, too. After 
the last teacher-parents meeting I received a 
message via Viber from a student. Here I quote: 
"Wow, ma'am, my mother scolded me a lot ... 
(emoticon: frowning men), but still my mother 
likes you very much and praises you very much 
... (emoticon: heart) ... I'm not angry with you". 
After this message I am increasingly convinced 
that the work with parents makes sense. I 
continually invite them to visit our school to see 
their children in another environment. Few of 
them come, but I'm happy when they do."

Teacher participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

Key Messages of "I graduate – I succeed"  
to Students
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"When you go to work, the first thing they ask 
is what education you have. I've been working 
here and there, and by saying that I have a lower 
secondary education, they look at me as if I'm 
insane." 

Mother of student participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

"You are now at the age in which you take the health 
for granted, but you must know that it is not, and 
you should now take care of it. Health education 
and good education will help you with health, as 
well ... For too young mothers there is a high risk 
of prematurely born babies. You can wait a bit and 
when you are 18-19 years old and after you take your 
diploma, you can think about marriage and family. 
The mothers should be mature and educated to have 
enough capacity to uphold their children and give 
them a better future. And this is the most cherished 
desire of each parent for his children, isn’t it!"

Doctor Radosveta Stamenkova, Bulgarian Family 
Planning and Sexual Health Association, in front of 

students participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

"When I was at your age I dreamed of getting 
married and having children, of course. My parents 
went to work abroad and told us about the hard 
life and work away from home. They made a lot of 
efforts to maintain us – their children. But my father 
and my mother wanted us – their children – to have 
a different future. So I managed to get a master 
degree in Law in Veliko Tarnovo University. Many of 
my friends and relatives worried about going to a 
distant city and that I can remain unmarried from a 
lot of learning. But I have not missed anything. Now I 
have both family and children and a job I do love."

Anelia Atanasova, Open Society Institute - Sofia, in front 
of students participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

" The children I work with are Roma. Working with 
them requires much more than being a teacher and 
lecturing lessons. It takes a lot of effort to win, first, 
their trust and then make them accepting you and 
let you teach them and fire the spark of interest in 
learning.

I took them very close to myself. They are 27 children. 
I work all day, sometimes after the end of the 
workday. I am interested in their problems, by what 
they do after school and I constantly maintain phone 
and direct connection with them and their parents."

Teacher participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

"Whatever obstacles the fate would bring you, 
education and knowledge will help you move 
through them more easily."

Doctor Antonia Valentinova, Aleksandrovska Hospital, in 
front of students participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

"Only the Word and the education can give you the 
chance to achieve more in your life."

Valeri Lekov, a Roma poet, actor, director and journalist, in 
front of students participating in "I graduate – I succeed"

Key Messages of "I graduate – I Succeed" to Students

By using administrative databases, 
schools with significant proportion 
of secondary school students 
facing high risk of not getting 
diploma should be mapped.

To map

Representatives of public institutions, 
business, media and other "ambassa-
dors" of the campaign/program 
should be attracted and prepared.

To motivate

To reach with the most relevant 
messages, approaches and measures 
every school and secondary school 
student who needs motivation and 
support to complete its education.

To scale up

Perspectives

Based on the evaluation of the outcomes of the 
pilot campaign "I graduate – I succeed", activities 
can be developed to transform the initiative into 
a sustainable large-scale national program, part 
of the National Cross-sectoral and Coordination 
Mechanism established by the Ministry of Edu-
cation and Science as stipulated in the Strategy 
for Reducing the Share of Early School Leavers 
(2013–2020). 

The experience of a similar national program in 
the adoption of preventive interventions and com-
pensatory measures regarding early school leaving 
may contribute to the reduction of dropout from 
the educational system in lower age groups, too. 
Addressing the problems still in the early stages of 
education will contribute to achieving the national 
objectives under Decree No 100 of June 8, 2018 for 
the Establishment and Functioning of the Mech-
anism for Collaboration of Institutions on Cover-
age and Inclusion within the Education System of 
Children and Students in Compulsory Pre-school 
and School Age.
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Assessment Methodology 

This assessment presents the effects of the Bridge 
to Business Programme on its beneficiaries. The 
Programme is carried out simultaneously in Bul-
garia and Hungary, but both the admission criteria 
and the services under it are to a significant extent 
different. This analysis considers only the Bridge to 
Business part realized in Bulgaria.  

The admission to the Programme begins with 
filling in an online application form with which the 
candidate states his or her interest to participate 
and provides basic data about himself or herself 
which are important in the selection process. 
Then there is an interview with each candidate 
who meets the basic criteria and has fulfilled the 
administrative conditions for participation. On the 
basis of the interview, the candidate’s application 
to be included in Bridge to Business is approved 
or rejected. Bridge to Business is aimed at young 
Roma aged 35 or less who have completed at least 
high school education by successfully passing the 
matriculation exam. Having been notified about 
the result, each approved candidate can sign the 
general terms and conditions for participation 
in Bridge to Business. From the time of signing, 
according to the rules of the Programme, the 
approved candidate becomes a participant. This is 
the moment from when on the effect of Bridge to 

Bridge to Business Programme Results 
for the Participating Roma Youths

Moment of the "Career Orientation and Job Application" training, Veliko Tarnovo, December 2017, photo credit: Milen Minchev

Business can be tracked, including the candidates’ 
dropping out of the Programme and their levels of 
commitment. The Hungarian partner to the Pro-
gramme has chosen a more favourable definition 
for the official inclusion in the Programme – a par-
ticipant is everyone who has completed the man-
datory training provided under the Programme. 
This definition makes the enrolment of official 
participants difficult – those who have not taken 
part in the training are not considered participants 
in the Programme – but lowers the risk of inclusion 
in it of formal, inactive or uninterested participants 
who would have negative effect on the assess-
ment of the Programme. The assessment of every 
program usually follows its own criteria for defini-
tion of a beneficiary.   
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The participants in the comparison group also fill 
in a set of two surveys with a pause of about six 
months between them. Most of the questions are 
the same. The questionnaire designed for the con-
trol group is a little shorter; all the questions that 
would not be important for the comparative study 
of the changes as well as the questions that refer 
directly to the Bridge to Business Programme in 
which the comparison group does not take part 
were taken out of this questionnaire. A total of 139 
sets of filled in questionnaires were gathered in 
the comparison group, i.e. there are nearly 50 more 
participants in the comparison group than in the 
main group – the participants in the Programme.    

For the purposes of the assessment, a comparison 
group was formed too in order to assess the net 
effect of Bridge to Business on the participants 
through quasi-experimental approaches. The com-
parison group was formed according to the snow-
ball method using all available starting points. The 
term "comparison group" is used instead of "con-
trol group" to underline the fact that the approach 
used by the research team is not based on a real 
randomized experiment. Such use of the term is 
consistently used in guidelines published by the 
World Bank, even though other research cases use 
the term "control group" with quasi-experimental 
approaches as well. 

The main data in the assessment come from a 
two-phase survey among the participants in the 
Programme which was filled in upon the official 
inclusion of the participant in the Programme and 
after that – about six months later. The two surveys 
contain a total of over 500 variables, out of which 
100 are repeated in the two surveys (about 200 
in total) and are to be used for score matching so 
as to enable measurement of the change within 
the six-month period. The other variables refer 
to individual features and characteristics of the 
respondents and to various circumstances of their 
lives until now which could theoretically be rele-
vant for the searching and finding of a job. Among 
these characteristics are age, gender, educational 
level, detailed information about the respondent’s 
household, about his or her educational and family 
background, about his or her skills and psychologi-
cal characteristics and about the support networks 
which he or she is or has been part of. In addition, 
a small number of variables refer to the respond-
ents’ attitudes, intentions and plans. Two filled in 
surveys were collected for each of 92 out of the 121 
participants in Bridge to Business. 
 
Besides the comprehensive double survey, there 
were also in-depth interviews with certain partici-
pants in Bridge to Business the aim of which is:  
 
1) to complement the results from the surveys;  
 
2) to provide directions for their analysis;  
 
3) to give deeper insights into the mechanisms 
that have led to a particular result for the partici-
pants or a choice they have made. 

For the purposes of the analysis, we used the pro-
pensity score matching (Khandker et al. 2010), real-
ized through the "pscore" package of Stata (Becker 
& Ichino 2002). The propensity score matching 
gives to each analysed unit points (real numbers) 
from 0 to 1, which represent likelihoods of fulfil-
ment of a certain criterion given a certain set of 
characteristics of each analysed unit. Most often 
the criterion is the participation in a program, the 
application of a measure or the implementation 
of a policy. In our case, the main criterion is the 
official participation in the Programme. An addi-
tional criterion was the participation in at least one 
training since trainings are the main part of the in-
tervention under Bridge to Business. Besides, the 
active participants in Bridge to Business who have 
attended the trainings the most have used some 
of the other services as well – help in the prepara-
tion of a CV, consultation when searching for a job 
or before a job interview, etc.  

0 10 20 30 40 50

No service received

2%

Participation in one 
training

Participation in a training 
and additional sessions

Participation in a training 
and in a micro-internship

No participation 
in trainings

47%

27%

16%

36%

Table 1. Main services under Bridge to Business 
and share of participants who have used them 

Moment of the "Career Guidance and Application for Work" training, Sofia, February 2019, photo credit: Milen Minchev
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participants might give priority to others as well, 
even though they had difficulties in the discussion 
groups and during the interviews to specify other 
needs whose fulfilment would help them in find-
ing a job and in their career.  

Most of these expectations were met for almost all 
youths who have stated them. Exceptions are the 
expectations for finding a job and for transition to 
a better paid job, most of which were not fulfilled 
during the monitored period of their participa-
tion in Bridge to Business. It should be noted that 
the list from which the candidates could choose 
initial expectations was compiled in view of the 
possibilities and ambitions of the Program. In case 
of an extended list of proposed expectations, the 

What do the Participants Say they have 
Learnt within Bridge to Business? 

Nearly half of the participants in Bridge to Busi-
ness indicate at least one thing they have learnt 
under the Programme or at least one service they 
have received as a result of their participation in 
the Programme. The core of Bridge to Business is 
formed of the participants in the trainings – nearly 
every second person enrolled in the Programme. 
Almost all participants in the trainings indicate 
that they have learnt things that are included in 
the training modules. Among them are the CV 
preparation, the communication skills for job 
searching and especially during an interview, the 
job searching approaches, etc. Part of the benefits 
of the trainings that almost all participants men-
tion is making social contacts – the opportunity 
to meet other educated young Roma and profes-
sionals from the business sphere. The meetings 
with employers as well as the actual applying for 
a job are mentioned by a little less than half of the 
participants in the trainings, which corresponds to 
nearly every fifth official participant in Bridge to 
Business. Actual success in finding a job or transi-
tion to a better or a better paid job is rarely men-
tioned by Programme participants, the best career 
development opportunities being in the public 
and not in the private sector26.

As a comparison – the expectations of the youths 
included in Bridge to Business were mostly to 
improve their skills, to find a job, to change their 
current job with a better paid one and to meet 
representatives of the business and other young 
Roma professionals. 

I will improve my skills.

I will find a better paid job.

I will meet business professionals.

I will meet young Roma 
professionals.

I will broaden my social network.

I will find a better job than my 
current one. 

I will become more experienced in 
looking for a job.

I will learn how to write a good CV 
(autobiography).

My living conditions will change. 

I will be mentored. 

It will be a new experience.

I will find a job.
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48%

38%

37%

30%

23%

23%

18%

16%

16%

12%

8%

40%

Table 2. Participants’ expectations from the 
Programme

I learnt how to write a good CV 
(autobiography).

I have become more self-confident.

I met young Roma professionals.

I have become more experienced in 
looking for a job.

My communication skills have 
improved.

I have better plans for my 
professional development. 

I met other young professionals.

I found a better job than 
the previous one. 

I found a better paid job. 

I found a job suitable for me. 

Firms/companies paid more 
attention to me. 

I found a job.

I was mentored by a representative of 
the Bridge to Business Programme.

I applied for a job. 

I met representatives of 
firms/companies during the trainings. 

I was trained by professionals on how 
to behave at a job interview. 

42%

42%

39%

38%

38%

36%

35%

32%

25%

22%

16%

7%

4%

4%

4%

4%
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Table 3. Results from the Programme according to the participants

26 See the research report under the Program for the business.
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those of them who have faced discrimination during 
the reviewed period – the past six months. Between 
the participants in the Programme and the other 
educated young Roma, there are no serious differ-
ences under this indicator either. 

Our survey has a module of questions which assess 
various psychological characteristics that are known 
to affect the performance on the labor market. In 
this context, some of them are sometimes viewed as 
important non-cognitive skills. Here, we will consider 
only the ones of greatest importance for our survey.   

The main income of both the young people with 
high school education and those with university 
degree derives from the payment of their labor. 
The average income27  of the young Roma with 
high school education is BGN 630, and of those 
with a bachelor’s degree – BGN 820. The young 
Roma with a master’s degree have an average sal-
ary of BGN 1,110. Regarding the young Roma with 
high school education, these average values in-
clude also the unemployed who have no income. If 
we consider only the employed ones, their average 
salary is BGN 680 (here are included also all those 
who do not work full-time). 

The unemployment among the Roma with univer-
sity degree is very low – around 3 of every 100. Unfor-
tunately, despite the Roma’s increasing participation 
in higher education, the number of Roma who have 
completed higher education is still small. The unem-
ployment among the Roma with high school edu-
cation is considerably higher, but almost all of those 
of them who do not continue their education are 
actively looking for a job. 

Over half of the Roma with high school or higher ed-
ucation have written over the past half a year at least 
one text longer than 10 pages. Over 70% of the Roma 
with university degree have written over the past 
half a year at least one such text, and almost half of 
them have written a text longer than 25 pages. 

70% of the Roma with high school or higher education 
have read over the past three months at least one text 
longer than 50 pages (a book, a report or something 
else). Almost all Roma with higher education have 
read over the past three months a text longer than 50 
pages.

Around 40% of the well-educated young Roma 
state that they have been subject to discrimination 
at least once in their lives. Around 1/5 is the share of 

Young Roma with High School Education 
and University Degree 

The participants in the Programme and in the 
comparison group, which includes young people 
with similar characteristics who are, however, not 
participants in the Programme, are very alike. The 
logic behind the group formation was not rep-
resentative sampling of young Roma with high 
school or higher education. One of the groups 
was formed entirely in line with the strategy for 
enrolment of participants in Bridge to Business. 
The comparison group was formed in a way that 
to a great extent reproduces the methods for 
enrolment of candidates for Bridge to Business. 
Although neither of the two groups was formed 
through random sampling, taken together they 
represent a significant share of the educated 
young Roma who were in Bulgaria at the time of 
the survey and enable valuable observations if not 
about all educated young Roma (a social commu-
nity not that well studied and known), then at least 
about a considerable part of it.  

We found two basic characteristics that distin-
guish slightly the participants in the Programme 
from the comparison group – they have a little 
lower income and are a little younger. The differ-
ences are not big and were taken into considera-
tion in the assessment of Bridge to Business. 

The average age in both groups is around 25, with 
a minimal difference. The median and the main 
percentiles regarding the participants in Bridge to 
Business are moved downwards by around a year 
against the comparison group (fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Distribution of the age of the participants in 
the comparison group and in Bridge to Business

27 Most of this income is formed of a salary, sometimes of payments under service contracts and other labor income, including from self-employment. The 
infographics refer to these types of income as "salary" as a synonym of "labor income." 
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Fig. 2. Decision-making
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The third set for assessment of the Programme 
uses about 20 indicators showing the participants’ 
subjective views on work and working environ-
ment. One group of indicators is based on ques-
tions asked only in the second questionnaire. By 
their nature, these questions are a general retro-
spective assessment. With a typical question of 
this kind, the respondent is invited to assess the 
change, during the past half a year, of his or her 
income, the opportunities for career growth, the 
working atmosphere, the management’s attitude, 
the relationships with colleagues, etc. These ques-
tions are answered only by the people who have 
been employed during the past half a year. The 
second group of questions is asked both at the 
beginning and after six months. These are ques-
tions that assess the current state. The respondent 
assesses on a scale from 1 to 4 how much he or 
she is satisfied with his or her salary, the securi-
ty of the job, the convenience of the workplace, 
etc. These questions are turned into assessment 
indicators through assessment of the transitions 
within a six-month period towards greater or lesser 
satisfaction or no change. 

Bridge to Business was assessed in terms of its 
effects both on all participants in the Programme 
as a whole and separately on the participants in 
the trainings according to the model under which 
the participation in the Programme is defined in 
Hungary.  

Bridge to Business does not have statistically 
significant positive effects under any of the 
indicators related to the labor market inclusion 
– the gain or loss of income or the subjective 
satisfaction with various aspects of the working 
environment. Regarding the training partici-
pants, there are no negative effects either. Re-
garding the target population of the survey, when 
comparing the Program participants with  their 
counterparts in the comparison group in terms 

   
Income and Labor Market Participation

There were three main sets of results in the as-
sessment of the Bridge to Business, some of them 
with more than one component.   

The first set includes only the change of income 
of the participants in the Programme. The income 
of the participants in the Programme and of the 
members of the comparison group was calculated 
on the basis of their responses to a general ques-
tion asked in the first and the second question-
naires. The question allows measurement of the 
change of income within about half a year.  
 
In addition to this basic indicator, the second set 
of assessment indicators of the Programme uses 
several important transitions between conditions 
related to the labor market and the education. The 
main transitions that were considered during the 
reviewed six-month period were the following: 

1. Transition from willingness to find a job to 
employment; 

2. Transition from unemployment with and with-
out active job searching or from household 
work to employment; 

3. Transition from any other condition that ex-
cludes employment to employment; 

4. Transition from unemployment with or with-
out active job searching or from household 
work to participation in higher education; 

5. Transition from any other activity that excludes 
participation in higher education, including 
employment, to participation in higher educa-
tion.

   
The comparison group and the participants in 
Bridge to Business do not differ significantly also in 
terms of their readiness to take risks. We checked 
this readiness by using one of the questions of a 
scale widely used in economic surveys worldwide. 
The question offers to the participants to choose 
between a sure gain and a fair game of heads and 
tails. Most of the educated young Roma tend to "play 
safe" and in this aspect they are no different from 
the rest of the population with similar educational 
background. Within the comparison group, the "risk 
lovers" are more by six percentage points.  
 
Two thirds of the participants both in the compar-
ison group and in Bridge to Business have pro-
nounced preference for an immediate reward over a 
reward with a big interest in the future (after a year). 
This preference for the present is not atypical for 
the young people and means that they expect fast 
return on their efforts, including on their labor.  

The majority of educated young Roma are very 
serious about decision-making. Four out of every 
five educated young Roma consider carefully the 
consequences of their actions and their potential 
effect on the others and are ready to seek help 
when they do not understand something – basic 
components of the "decision-making" psychologi-
cal scale. These are qualities that have been found 
to most often (when combined with other factors) 
have a positive effect on the chances on the labor 
market. In this aspect, too, there are no serious 
differences between the participants in Bridge to 
Business and the comparison group.  

Comparison Group Bridge to Business

2400 after a year

1200 now

65% 64%

35% 36%

Fig 4. Present versus future

Comparison group

Bridge to Business

120 sure game

Heads and tails for 240

81%

87%

19%

13%

Fig. 3. Readiness for risk-taking 
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In this case we illustrate our findings with simple 
descriptive statistics, but the result is considerable, 
highly statistically significant and sustainable in  
the use of all kinds of models for adjustment of the 
main group and the comparison group, including 
in determining the differences in the participation 
in the education system at the entrance (at the 
time of the first survey) and the entire educational 
history of each member of the main group and the 
comparison group28. 
 
The Bridge to Business Programme has probably 
shown to part of the participants who are not pre-
pared to be included in the high segments of the 
labor market, where the Programme aimed at po-
sitioning them, that it is good for them to upgrade 
some of their fundamental skills, which they can 
do only by going back to school. In Bulgaria, find-
ing participants suitable for a program like Bridge 
to Business was much more difficult than in Hun-
gary, and this led to certain compromises in the 
selection criteria. As a result, Bridge to Business 
has admitted more participants who cannot fully 
benefit from the services of the Programme. On 
the other hand, this exact problem might have led 
to the higher reorientation of youths included in 
Bridge to Business to education. This unexpected 
result of the Programme is very positive although 
it was not foreseen in the initial objectives. The 
participants in the Programme have made a good 
choice in the context of today’s economy and 
the trends for its development. In the short term, 
participation in the education lowers the income 
generation potential – most of the unemployed 
participants in Bridge to Business who start to 
study choose exclusively studying without trying 
to combine it with work. But in the long term, this 
investment is very likely to pay off. 
 
 

Fig 6. Transition from unemployment or house-
hold work to education within six months 

 
   

The Programme has an explicitly positive effect in 
one sphere which is not among the Programme’s 
main objectives. The participants in Bridge to 
Business are much more likely to transition from 
unemployment (with or without active job search-
ing) or household work to higher education. In 
other words, it was much more likely for the un-
employed and those engaged in household work 
to wish to continue their education after inclusion 
in Bridge to Business. If they had not taken part in 
the Programme, they would have most probably 
started some job. The income earned from this de-
cision in the short term would have amounted to a 
little over BGN 200 net per person per month, dis-
tributed among all participants in the Programme.   

The hypothesis of Bridge to Business’ impact on 
the likelihood of continuation of the education is 
apparent in the review of the likelihoods of tran-
sition from one condition to another within six 
months. Fig. 6 shows the frequency of transition 
from unemployment or household work to educa-
tion among the participants in Bridge to Business 
and within the comparison group. This frequency 
is almost two and a half times higher among the 
participants in the Programme. The unemployed 
among the participants in Bridge to Business 
are indeed twice as many (the shares of those 
engaged in household work are equal), but even 
with this fact taken into account, the likelihood 
of transition from unemployment to education is 
much higher among the participants in Bridge to 
Business (by about 30 points).

oftheir starting point in education and on the la-
bor market, their demographic characteristics and 
family environment, there is a slightly negative 
effect of Bridge to Business in terms of income as 
an unrealized monthly income of around BGN 240. 
This effect is actually due to a significant extent 
to the mostly positive effect of Bridge to Business 
described below. 
 
Fig 5. Transition from unemployment or house-
hold work to higher education
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Bridge to Business

Did not enroll in university

86%

68%

14%

32%

Enrolled in university

Comparison Group

Bridge to Business

Enroll in university

Did not enroll in university

91%

74%

9%

26%

28 These details are presented in the research report which is yet to be published.
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potentially serve as a basis for the development of 
programs designed mainly for Roma with higher 
education and for Roma university students. The 
increasing, though slowly, number of Roma uni-
versity students and graduates suggests that the 
circle of potential beneficiaries of a Program modi-
fication focused on university graduates will be big 
enough. According to data of the Roma Education 
Fund, the number of Roma university students in 
Bulgaria who received scholarships under their 
program from 2000 to 2018 reaches 1,60229. The 
university graduates are considerably more be-
cause there are students among them who have 
received scholarships from other programs and 
institutions; besides, not all Roma students apply 
for scholarships. Such a program can still have as 
objectives to help Roma find high-quality jobs and 
add a special focus on the combination of study 
and work – career planning along with develop-
ment of additional skills, including some funda-
mental ones. Such a program could be applicable 
to young people from other vulnerable groups as 
well or even universally applicable. Encourage-
ment of life-long learning is a major deficit of the 
Bulgarian educational system and a challenge to 
the economy.  

The experience from Bridge to Business could 
serve as a basis for development of a program 
to encourage participation in higher education. 
The meetings with representatives of com-
panies which have many positions requiring 
high-quality education, or which intensively use 
higher than average knowledge and skills, can 
apparently lead to inspiration with regard to 
education. This can be combined with short-term 
trainings focused on the mastering of separate 
important skills. The higher education institutions 
which want to attract more students could organ-
ize, independently or in partnership with suitable 
business representatives, short-term trainings for 
students in the upper grades of the high educa-
tion as well as for young people with high educa-
tion and a bachelor’s degree. Such trainings could 
potentially have a more stimulating effect than 
the campaigns specifically designed to attract 
students.    

The experience from Bridge to Business could 

29 Interview with Orlin Orlinov, national coordinator for the Roma Education Fund scholarship program in Bulgaria, May 2019.
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Research Methodology

This analysis is a summary of a survey among 
companies in Bulgaria that hire educated young 
Roma30. The survey among those companies does 
not use a sample-based or other quantitative 
information but is based entirely on non-
quantitative methods – in-depth interviews, 
review of documents and content available on the 
Internet, minutes of discussion groups and public 
events. The companies have been included in the 
survey for the only reason that they happened 
to be on the job search trajectory of one of the 
beneficiaries of an experimental program called 
Bridge to Business or have shown interest in 
it. The objective of Bridge to Business is to find 
good jobs in the private sector for educated 
young Roma who have completed at least high 
education and who are aged between 18 and 
30. The ambition of the programme is to search 
for its beneficiaries high-quality jobs; because of 
that, the programme’s efforts were directed at 
attracting as partners mainly companies that offer 
such jobs and not companies where it is easy to 
find a job.  

The analysis of the actual practices for recruitment 
and adaptation at the workplace of educated 
young Roma is based on information about 
companies that have hired participants in the 
Bridge to Business Programme, regardless 
of whether these companies were partners 
under the programme and whether they knew 
about its existence at the time they hired a 
participant in the programme. Most of the 
companies that have shown strong interest in the 
Bridge to Business Programme during the period 
of its implementation and have participated in 
various public events, meetings and trainings 
of the participants are employers that generally 
hire young people with good education, like 
the beneficiaries of the Bridge to Business 
Programme, and offer good opportunities for 
professional growth. The recruitment procedures 
at these companies are very competitive, and 
very few young Roma, even well-educated and 
highly skilled ones, manage to get hired there. 
The idea of ensuring equal opportunities, through 
special programs aimed at young people from 
ethnic minorities, is not much supported by the 

Educated Young Roma on the Labor 
Market: Assessment of the Bridge to 
Business Programme Experience 

30 The analysis was financed under the Bridge to Business Program. 31 NSI, Labor force survey, www.nsi.bg, 2019.

Bulgarian corporate sector, as it will become clear 
from our analysis. For this reason, many of the 
conclusions in our analysis concern companies 
where participants in Bridge to Business were 
actually hired, without these companies having 
shown any interest in the program or having 
known about it.     

The purpose of the analysis is:  
 
1) To establish to what extent the companies in 
Bulgaria that hire young Roma have established 
corporate policies for diversity management, equal 
treatment, equal opportunities or other measures 
and approaches aimed at attracting staff of Roma 
origin or from other vulnerable groups.  
 
2) To check to what extent programs like Bridge to 
Business have a potential to influence the policies 
in the corporate sector so that the business opens 
up to hiring people of Roma origin or from other 
vulnerable groups.  

Social and Economic Context 
 
After 2012, key macroeconomic indicators like 
GDP and the business climate have registered 
growth in Bulgaria. The economic growth 
has a positive effect on the labor market, with 
the unemployment rate going down and the 
remuneration going up. The labor force survey 
shows that the unemployment rate keeps 
decreasing from 7.6% in 2016 to 6.2% in 2017, 
reaching in 2018 a record low level since the 
beginning of the new millennium – 5.2%. In 2018, 
the average annual unemployment rate was 
almost 2.5 times lower than that in 2013.31  

There is also improvement of the indicators of 
youth employment. In 2018, the unemployment 
rate for the age group 15-29 was 8.3%. Compared 
to 2017, this share dropped by 1.6 percentage 
points. 

http://www.nsi.bg
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to Business survey, 1 out of 5 Roma youths aged 
between 18 and 35 who have minimum high 
school education has already worked abroad.32

Nevertheless, the economic growth has a positive 
effect on the Roma employment too – between 
July 201133 and 201634, the share of paid Roma 
employees increased from 31 to 49, and according 
to the Employment Agency, in 2017 the number 
of the registered unemployed Roma decreased by 
14.2% in comparison with 2016. Besides, between 
2015 and 2017, the active policy on the labor 
market in Bulgaria was aimed at a wide circle of 
target groups which also include many Roma aged 
between 18 and 35, including the target group under 
Bridge to Business35.

The antidiscrimination legislation in Bulgaria 
encourages the application of positive 
discrimination measures to cope with the problems 
connected with gender and ethnicity both during 
the recruitment process and at the workplace. A 
survey ordered by the Commission for Protection 
against Discrimination in 2017 shows that the people 
belonging to an ethnic minority group are exposed 
to the highest risk of discrimination regarding 
employment. In recent years, the protection 
against discrimination and the exercising of the 
right to work constitutes a considerable part of the 
activities of the Commission for Protection against 
Discrimination – 8% of 300 lawsuits initiated under 
claims and alerts of individuals or legal entities for 
discrimination are on the grounds of "ethnicity" and 
most of them are about the discrimination against 
Roma36.  

The economic progress, however, remains 
concentrated mainly in the big cities and 
their agglomerations, and there are still deep 
regional inequalities; the direct investments are 
considerably more limited in the economically 
underdeveloped regions, which limits further 
the employment opportunities, including for the 
Roma communities in these regions. 

The economic progress, however, remains 
concentrated mainly in the big cities and 
their agglomerations, and there are still deep 
regional inequalities; the direct investments are 
considerably more limited in the economically 
underdeveloped regions, which limits further 
the employment opportunities, including for the 
Roma communities in these regions. 

The unemployment levels are higher in regions 
where the relative share of Roma is higher 
(Northwestern, Northeastern and Southeastern 
Bulgaria). This fact, combined with the lower 
predilection for mobility among Roma youth, 
reveals a structural problem in the workforce 
demand and supply which affects the Roma to a 
significant extent.

The labor market depends considerably on the 
education, and since only 1 out of 8 Roma of 
working age has completed minimum high 
school education, the likelihood of unemployment 
among the Roma remains very high. The trend 
of workforce drain persists, including among 
the Roma. According to evidence from Bridge 

32 Survey under the Bridge to Business Program among 230 young Roma with high school and higher education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), 
    Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019. 
33 FRA Roma Survey 2011 – How would you describe your current job situation? – Paid work (full time, part time and ad hoc jobs) and self-employed.
34 EUMIDIS, Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination Survey, FRA, 2016. Main current activity is work or did any work in the last 4 weeks to earn some 
money (only working age population, 20–64 years – Currently in paid work.
35 Labor market survey 2015–2017, Employment Agency, Sofia, 2018, pp. 65–66.

Quite often this places them in an even more 
vulnerable position. A survey of OSI – Sofia shows 
that the Roma are the most discriminated ethnic 
minority38. Less than half of Bulgaria’s population 
states consent for Roma to live in their town 
or village, and only ¼ tend to accept Roma to 
live in their neighbourhood. The companies’ 
management take into account the prevailing 
negative social attitudes towards the Roma and 
avoid committing to unpopular causes. 

Companies prefer to follow the "equal treatment" 
principle because they fear that the development 
of a specific policy for the Roma would lead to the 
"domino effect," and other minority groups could 
insist for similar measures.  

"If we do not help everyone equally – 
this might affect negatively the public 
image of the organization." 

Human resources manager at a private company

Besides, representatives of the private sector are 
convinced that the positive measures for Roma 
integration are not a responsibility of the business 
but rather one of the public institutions, and the 
companies are unreasonably burdened with 
expectations regarding the Roma integration. 

In the post-totalitarian Eastern European societies, 
the trust in the private business is not particularly 
high. This is one of the reasons for the companies 
to admit that they do not have enough social trust 
to commit to unpopular causes like the equal 
inclusion of the Roma. 

Attitudes and Practices of the Business towards 
Roma Workforce 

At a time of shortage of workforce, companies 
are forced to look for workers in all workforce 
segments, but this does not lead to dedicated efforts 
for diversity management and development of 
corporate strategies and approaches concerning 
the Roma employment. The surveyed private 
companies in Bulgaria do not have specialized 
policies dedicated explicitly to vulnerable groups. 
Only separate corporate documents note that 
discrimination is not allowed. The official websites 
of some companies indicate that the companies 
adhere to approaches that ignore the ethnic or 
racial origin (such companies are known in English 
as "color-blind"37 ) and underline instead the 
individual rights and personal development and 
clearly distance themselves from any positive or 
negative ethnic treatment. One of the problems 
with ignoring the ethnic origin or other distinctive 
characteristics of the staff is that this could make 
difficult noticing any occurrences of discrimination 
and applying a policy to deal with such occurrences. 
Thus the approach that remains blind to the ethnic 
differences may turn out to be hardly compatible 
with the idea of equal treatment (equal attitude). 

The biases against the Roma are still socially 
acceptable, and the companies that actually hire 
many Roma prefer reconciliation strategies rather 
than counteraction strategies with regard to such 
biases. These companies usually offer few positions 
for people with high school or higher education but 
have numerous positions requiring low-qualified 
workforce. Some of the educated young Roma 
also end up at positions that require neither 
high-level education nor serious qualification. 

37 Ethnically neutral.
38 Public attitudes to hate speech in Bulgaria in 2018, Open Society Institute – Sofia, 30 November 2018, available at 
   https://osis.bg/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2018-Hate-speech-BG-final.pdf.

36 Administrative monitoring report for 2017 on the implementation of the National Roma Integration Strategy of the Republic of Bulgaria (2012–2020), 
    Secretariat of the National Council for Cooperation on Ethnic and Integration Issues to the Council of Ministers, 2018, pp. 68–69. 

https://osis.bg/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/2018-Hate-speech-BG-final.pdf.
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of them have personal experience from work 
abroad or relatives who could assist them to work 
abroad. Some employees prefer to leave their 
job or to take a long leave in order to go for a 
better paid agricultural work during the summer 
season in other countries. With the increasing 
number and sizes of Bulgarian diasporas, this 
problem aggravates and leads to a higher risk of 
staff turnover at the companies. Besides, many 
Roma look for job abroad because they share the 
understanding that outside the country, they 
face less discrimination based on their ethnic 
origin. In the survey conducted under the Bridge 
to Business Programme with 230 young Roma in 
Bulgaria, one Roma respondent writes: 

"I have not been discriminated, 
because I work abroad. Here, I am not 
discriminated – this happens only in 
Bulgaria."39

The same survey found out that every fourth 
person has suffered discrimination in the course 
of job searching or at the workplace. In the group 
of discriminated employees, 42% admit that they 
have been discriminated by the company or the 
boss, and 54% – by colleagues.

There is no evidence that Bulgarian companies 
that hire educated young Roma apply special 
workplace adaptation procedures for Roma. 
At some companies, there is clear grievance 
procedure in place, but a complaint or an alert 
for (a risk) of conflict on ethnic base has never 
been submitted. In general, however, the 
representatives of the business claim that there 
is no discrimination at their companies, that they 
do not need to take into account whether there 
are representatives of vulnerable groups among 
their employees and that due to the companies’ 

Even though some companies see workplace 
diversity as an important part of their strategy 
for staff management and for corporate social 
responsibility, the companies that address directly 
the topic about ethnic diversity among their 
employees are only a few. Insofar as matters of 
diversity are discussed, they usually refer to the 
women in companies, the LGBT community and 
the people from different age groups or with 
physical disabilities. A leading principle for the 
business is to ignore the ethno-cultural or religious 
characteristics in the process of staff recruitment 
and management. Some companies justify 
their position of avoiding positive discrimination 
measures by claiming that the unemployment is 
the Roma’s own choice and that finding a job is 
their own responsibility. 

"Usually, when we announce a vacancy 
and the labor office sends us 10 
candidates, there might be no Roma  
at all among them. This makes me 
think that they are not registered  
and are not actively looking for a job." 

Human resources manager at a private company

In fact, bias and discrimination attitudes force 
Roma job candidates to be much more convincing 
than representatives of other ethnic groups in 
order to disprove the biases and the clichés about 
the ethnic group to which they belong. Although 
the human resources management specialists 
claim that they follow the "color-blind" approach, 
they admit that the labor market is no exception 
from society as a whole, where the stigmatization 
of the group can affect each of its representatives. 

One of the most serious challenges for the 
business turns out to be the high staff turnover. 
It concerns the Roma as well because many 

however, leads to a higher risk of dropping out of 
school and thus many Roma are not at all included 
in the scope of the dual education, which is not 
that widespread anyway. 

Employed Roma can be considered as potential 
capital on the labor market for the community 
and as a means for attracting other Roma to 
the companies. The companies themselves also 
quite often rely on already hired people to attract 
more staff, especially in the conditions of strong 
demand on the labor market. We found examples 
of successful use of this strategy, including in 
Roma communities, but again only with regard 
to attracting workforce with low education and 
qualification.  

Main Results and Prospects from the 
Partnerships with Private Companies Under the 
Bridge to Business Programme

Bridge to Business works with relatively large 
companies from the respective sector, most often 
based in the capital, some of them being owned 
by international corporations, including companies 
from the media and IT sectors, the production 
and sale of sports and other equipment, the 
retail sector (supermarket chains), international 
consultancy business, companies for recruitment 
and management of human resources, banks, 
telecommunication operators, and companies 
providing services in various other sectors, like 
entertainment, for example. 

The interest of most of the companies that 
actually hire Roma youths, including ones with 
good education, is due mainly to the aggravating 
shortage of workforce; for others, the effect 

existing ethnically neutral HR policy there are 
no reasons for their employees to either hide or 
make explicit their ethnic belonging. Especially 
in ethnically diverse , diversity seems to have a 
positive effect on the attitude towards the Roma 
and lowers the risk of discrimination against them 
at the workplace. This is also a result of the large 
number of Roma among the employees. 

The  survey didn’t showexamples of companies 
that have a strategic recruitment approach 
targeted at Roma. There are not companies with 
particular communication activities focused 
on the recruitment of Roma employees either. 
Among the most common channels through 
which the business can get in contact with job 
seekers from Roma communities are the labor 
offices, the Roma employment offices and 
programs like Bridge to Business. In almost all 
such cases, the initiative does not come from the 
private sector. There are also companies that make 
dedicated efforts to recruit staff from particular 
towns or villages, including such with a significant 
share of Roma population. In some cases, this 
includes ensuring free company transport and 
other social benefits. These approaches are, 
however, used mainly in the recruitment of low-
qualified workforce mostly for routine activities 
and are not of big significance for the educated 
young Roma.  

Regarding more strategic staff recruitment ideas, 
it should be mentioned that some companies 
invest in long-term recruitment projects by 
building partnerships with educational institutions 
and using the "dual education" model and 
internships for students from vocational schools. 
The poverty in the vulnerable Roma groups, 

39 Survey under the Bridge to Business Programme among 230 young Roma with high and higher education in Bulgaria (2017–2019), Open Society Institute – Sofia, 2019.
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workers. These companies have nothing against 
hiring Roma, but the survey did not find any 
specific approach to specifically offerthem jobs 
either. There are also no policies to deal with the 
negative stereotypes about the Roma or models to 
cope with ethnicity based conflicts.

Among the best examples of jobs found by 
participants in the programme are appointments 
in the public sector or at NGOs40. These are cases 
where a participant finds a job which he or she 
really wants and which corresponds to his or her 
high skills and good education. Sometimes this 
choice is connected with leaving a job in the 
private sector which might have been better in 
terms of income but apparently not satisfactory 
as a job. With a few exceptions, the jobs that the 
participants in the programme find in the private 
sector have much lower requirements in terms 
of skills and do not necessarily require completed 
high school or higher education. Nevertheless, 
the private companies assess the potential of 
Bridge to Business to develop soft skills that had 
not been formed within the education system; 
thus, the programme needs to work, for example, 
on the motivation for work mobility. This aspect 
is important, having in mind that 2/3 of the 
participants in the programme are not prone to 
moving to another administrative region for work 
and the fact that the biggest opportunities for 
qualified young Roma are provided by companies 
in the biggest cities. 

The feedback given by the participants in 
Bridge to Business shows that the programme 
contributes to increasing the self-confidence of 
young Roma and the trust in their strengths and 
capabilities. According to the youths, the biggest 

of creating an image of a socially responsible 
employer is important too. Although their number 
is still small, there are also companies that seem 
to show genuine interest in partnering with 
Bridge to Business in order to develop corporate 
diversity policies based on the companies’ values. 
The partners which have sought partnership 
with Bridge to Business fall mainly within this 
last category but unfortunately their share in 
the recruitment of educated young Roma is 
negligently small for now.

Very few are the cases in which the participants 
in the programme start work at companies that 
know about Bridge to Business. Out of 30 people 
who found a job in the course of implementation 
of Bridge to Business until the end of May 2019, 
only three were hired at companies that have 
shown interest in the programme and have 
participated in events organized as part of it. The 
rest of the participants find jobs elsewhere. Most 
of the jobs that require higher education and high 
qualification and that turned out to be actually 
available for the youth from Bridge to Business 
are in the public or civil sector, in administrative 
structures and at a large state-owned company. 

Some participants who have found a job 
elsewhere share that Bridge to Business helped 
them by offering them training on how to prepare 
a CV, how to write a job motivation letter and 
how to present themselves well at interviews. No 
specific recruitment practices were discovered 
at the companies that have hired participants in 
the programme – they traditionally have other 
Roma employees as well either because of their 
geographic location or because of the serious 
shortage of workforce, especially of low-qualified 

company, a leader in audit and consultancy on 
financial and legal matters, a large international 
retail chain, a leading Bulgarian company 
for business software, a start-up with a large 
international activity, and one of the national job 
application platforms. The meetings and the short 
internships of young Roma at the companies 
give an opportunity to the young job seekers to 
learn more about the organizations and their 
specific working environment. The internships 
were preceded by a one-day training aimed at 
helping the participants gain skills about how to 
behave in a working environment, to plan their 

effect of their participation in the programme 
is their enhanced self-confidence41, which is an 
important prerequisite for their empowerment 
and mobility. 

In its last phase, the Programme introduced an 
experimental practice of training combined with 
mini internships at some leading companies 
based in the capital. The experimental mini 
internships lasted for one or two days during 
which the participants visited eight companies: 
a large beverage producer, a company having 
an international chain of coffee shops, a global 

40  In the last phase of implementation of Bridge to Business, one of the highly qualified participants in the program received a chance to move from a good job 

     as a computer specialist at a private company to an even more prestigious job as a computer specialist at an international company, with opportunities 

     for training   and career growth.

41 Survey under the Bridge to Business Program among 92 young Roma with high and higher education in Bulgaria, participants in the program (2018–2019), 

     Open Society Institute – Sofia 2019.

Bridge to Business Programme participants visit at the office of SAP Labs Bulgaria, Sofia, March 2019
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successful presentation at job interviews, but also 
on the gaining of more specialized knowledge – 
for example, through trainings for work with Excel, 
basic computer literacy, and others. 

Even when the companies’ management 
express their support for diversity and define it 
as part of the values adopted at their companies, 
the authentic adoption of these values by all 
employees requires discussion and training of at 
least key employees from different levels within 
the company. In this regard, some companies, 
mainly based in the capital, especially those that 
are part of international corporations, express 
interest to cooperate with NGOs in the training of 
their staff. 

The practice from other countries shows that 
diversity-supportive values can be fostered 
through codification of the diversity policies 
in the companies’ management and strategic 
documents. In Bulgaria, this process is only just a 
concept. 

At the beginning of the programme, the number 
of partner companies is limited not only by the 
tentative initial interest towards it, but also by 
the need of careful selection of the participating 
companies. The programme started with a small 
circle of business partners, with which the partner 
NGOs have been collaborating for a long time 
and have already built trust. The international 
companies have "policy with the history" and 
good practices in the field of diversity, so they are 
much more likely to accept it. These companies 
are also seen as highly prestigious in the business 
circles and can be viewed as an example for 
other companies to join the Bridge to Business 
community. During the programme period, these 
expectations were fulfilled only partially, and the 
circle of companies that regularly attend events 
organized under Bridge to Business remained 
small, even though it is gradually expanding. 

career goals and to be more resilient in case they 
face some possible challenges in their career, 
including such related to their origin. After the 
internships, there was a coaching session for 
sharing of impressions, feedback and formulation 
of decisions for the participants’ development. 
This practice is innovative in the set of tools of 
Bridge to Business and at this stage its impact 
on employment chances of young Roma is 
impossible to be assessed . As a  direct result of 
the mini internships one participant is hired at a 
software company, three others have applied for 
a job at IT and consultancy companies, and two 
participants, provoked by the career opportunities 
they witnessed, have decided to continue their 
education at a higher education institution.

Thanks to these practices, the companies and their 
employees have the opportunity to meet directly 
the Roma, and their middle and top management 
teams learn about the programme and take 
part in discussions about discrimination, hate 
speech and diversity management. According to 
the programme team of Bridge to Business, at a 
meeting after the internships, the present human 
resources experts stated an intention to keep 
accepting youths as part of such practices and to 
develop the internship possibilities as well as to 
adapt their internal processes so as to encourage 
the youths to apply for a job with their companies. 
They also share that colleagues of theirs have 
expressed their content with their meeting with 
the young people, finding it "inspiring" and 
"satisfactory."

The companies see potential added value from 
programmes like Bridge to Business if they are 
focused on improvement of the qualification, 
knowledge and skills of the young people. Both 
the companies and the participants in the 
programme state that the emphasis should be 
not only on the soft skills for writing a CV and 

oriented towards ensuring an inclusive working 
environment for everyone, regardless of which 
group they belong to. In general, diversity 
management is an idea formed on the basis 
of the conviction that the diverse team of an 
organization increases its competitiveness and 
facilitates the achievement of its business goals. 
 

The problem with the equal access to the labor 
market concerns not only the representatives of 
the Roma ethnic minority. In Bulgaria, the current 
chance for development and implementation 
of specific corporate policies about separate 
vulnerable groups can be assessed as very little. 
At the same time, the global tendencies 
and the companies’ interest as a whole are 

Moment of the "Business Inside" training, Sofia, March 2019, photo credit: Milen Minchev



64

The types of diversity are potentially unlimited, 
and every individual turns into a unique point of 
intersection of characteristics. When the number 
of characteristics featured in the diversity-
supportive policy is increased, no characteristic 
prevails and therefore there is no need of a policy 
aimed at specific groups like women or ethnic 
minorities42. In contrast to this, the concept of 
ensuring equal opportunities insists precisely on 
the need to create special programs for separate 
groups which are unequally treated on the labor 
market. 

In June 2017, the team of the Programme started 
the initiative Diversity Pays Off together with 
four other organizations working with different 
groups vulnerable to discrimination, intolerance, 
lack ofunderstanding, and even hate speech at 
the workplace. The team of Bridge to Business is 
convinced that the new approach has advantages 
among which they indicate the "joint effort and 
the exchange of ideas and practices between 
civil society organizations and the business, 
supporting the inclusion and the full realization 
on the labor market of different vulnerable 
groups." The Diversity Pays Off initiative gives 
an opportunity to employers from the business 
and the public sphere to share experience in the 
work towards workplace diversity, to talk more 
thoroughly about the policies for recruitment 
of diverse groups of people and for creation of a 
better working environment for the employees. A 
core of companies was created under the initiative; 
these companies have taken part in the creation 
of guidelines with practical tips for organizations 
that want to start implementing diversity policies. 
The long-term goal of the team is to create a 
community to work for the development of 
workplace diversity in Bulgaria.

42 Fischer, M. "Equal Opportunities and Ethnic Inequality in European Labor Markets: Discrimination, Gender and Policies of Diversity", in Kraal, K., 

    Roosblad, J. and Wrench, J., eds., Amsterdam University Press, 2009, pp. 95–118.
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Contacts to Bridge to Business Programme 

Open Society Institute – Sofia Foundation  

 56, Solunska, str., Sofia  

 +359/ 2/9536619  

 bridgetobusiness.eu | diversitypaysoff.eu | osis.bg

 info@bridgetobusiness.eu

 facebook.com/bridgetobusiness.eu | facebook.com/diversitypaysoff
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